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	1. Prologue - What the Rain Brings

**Crane Wings on Windows**  
><em>Chapter One — Prologue: What the Rain Brings<br>_NEW as of February 2015

_**Update as of February 9, 2015:**_ I am in the process of re-vamping/re-mastering this fanfiction. Therefore some chapters (until I give a note saying otherwise) are still old ones that need grammatical edits, and content clarifications.

When the description in the chapter says '_new'_ by the chapter then that means it has been edited and re-vamped. I will be sure to make notes for chapters that have been heavily edited such as with additions or subtractions (more on the side of additions than subtractions). Some old author's notes will be deleted for irrelevancy or because they just don't make sense (seeing a three year younger me is kind of eye-opening both in good and bad ways).

_Do not fear:_ the meat and dialogue of this story will remain intact. I will be writing out ideas for how to further this story and how to better explain things that I feel need them. Thus, some chapters may actually be _entirely new_ even though they are in-between old chapters! These are for clarity only and serve as intermediaries between two chapters. I doubt I will have many entirely new chapters weaving themselves with the old chapters but be aware that what you know as "chapter five" may end up becoming chapter six, etc.

As a fun side-note: man did I abuse semi-colons…I mean…_really_ abuse them.

_**Copyright:**_ I don't own any of the _Hakuoki_ characters; they are all copyrighted under their respective owners. Everything else such as plot, random OC's, and story elements not present in the original anime/game/manga is copyrighted to me unless otherwise stated. Furthermore, any Japanese names/characters made up in this story are purely coincidental with real-life persons or authors and in no way reflects on their lives or works. They are for fictional, story-use only.

_**Note About Honorifics and Introduction:**_ Like in my other stories I do not use honorifics due to me not being an expert on their usage (in great detail). Therefore, everyone will be referred to either by western titles (such as lord, master, etc) or not used at all rather than their honorific equivalents. Also, a forewarning—I am not an expert in Japanese culture when it comes to certain customs. I am currently in the process of trying to make sure I am as accurate as possible. If I am so far from correct that it deserves mentioning then do not hesitate inform me, I am willing to fix it.

Also be aware: I will use modern language in most instances so if certain words are used but would clearly not have been used in that time period understand it is because of this reason. Unfortunately, I do not have the patience to excavate extensive research into words used and not used between our modern language and the older language, especially of translated Japanese words to English equivalents.

_**Regarding Kazama Chikage's name (please read):**_ It has come to my attention (thanks self for being lame) that I have been switching the surname and first name of Kazama. Kazama is his surname and Chikage is his first name (for all of you who knew this and didn't tell me, that is very kind of you to bear this). I have gone through my story and switched (when it is mentioned as a full name or as a clan name) that it would be Chikage Kazama (Chikage being his first name). Keep in mind though that everyone will still call him Kazama to be just as accurate with_ Hakuouki_ calling him such. For my story, since I have his family in this fanfiction their last names will be changed. Also, in regards to those other family members not being called by Kazama as well, think of it like this as this is how it will work in my story: The youngest member bears the family name as mainly their name as a way to "spread" glory and honor to their family. When he has made his name well enough or done something great for the family he will be allowed to be called Chikage by his family and others. (So "Kazama" is the name given to the youngest and most active member of their family). If I do it this way I can one, keep almost all of my references to Kazama (as I do still think many people know him this way) and two, be accurate when needed for family surnames, and three, I can actually use this knowledge in my story for Chizuru and Kazama in a later chapter! This, I believe, will satisfy all parties!

_**Setting and Final Notes on Changes (for clarity):**_ This fan-fiction takes place as if Chizuru wasn't an oni of a prominent, and influential, family but _she is still an oni_. Also, this fan-fiction is set as if the _Shinsengumi _do not exist, or are not remotely important in this story, as the main parts of this fan-fiction are in or around Kazama's 'castle.' I do not know where he lives or if it is a 'grand place'; however, assuming he is a royal oni I imagine he lives in a large Japanese/western styled castle. Because I do not know the full history of oni's in the _Hakuoki _context, I have added my own mythos to them for fun and because I have an interest in creating mythologies. Therefore, if you critique my mythos, correct it for how it is presented, not for what is not compared to Hakuoki's mythology of oni's.

_My author's notes will not be this long after this, so do not worry._

* * *

><p><em>"The free bird leaps<br>on the back of the wind  
>and floats downstream<br>till the current ends  
>and dips his wings<br>in the orange sun rays  
>and dares to claim the sky.<em>"

- "I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings," Maya Angelou

* * *

><p>The pitter-patter of rain was the only sound Kazama could hear besides the rumbles of thunder far in the distance. It was in these moments that Kazama took time to simply be in the presence of nature. Hers was a force primal and immediate. Nature did not try to be what it was not or, Kazama reckoned, contemplated its own existence as he did now. Kazama knew that his sight spanned farther than humans could ever dream but still he was unsatisfied. His body healed itself without the aid of medicine, but still he hoped, longed, for something more. Something better than he had ever thought could be possible. His scarlet eyes pierced the canopy of trees surrounding his roofed balcony. The forest seemed endless and it left it mark for miles upon miles. Here Kazama lived in a world seemed long forgotten even by oni knowledge. Spring was almost over and the trees were lushes pigments of green ever since the rainy season had come. He could see the glistening of the rain droplets hit each leaf and then drop down to the group below. It was a scene of utter peace and of a world muted and hushed from its often vibrant, exuberant self, especially during this season of fertility and re-birth. The world here seemed divinely inspired. His castle felt like a natural addition to the forest, as though the forest cradled his castle and accepted its rule without question. Though nature seemed to bend towards his castle in harmony, he could make out certain areas near his castle where villages existed, nestled like his castle in the backdrop of trees and mountains.<p>

Kazama lifted his head from his fist and pulled his top half up more so his elbow rested on the plush pillows beneath him in a more comfortable way; he was tired of this lax life. Of these never-ceasing days without true progression; he felt stagnant. Nothing happened that was worth notice. Humans fought over what they always did: grain, land, and other people. What they fought for Kazama felt as temporal concerns. Certainly he too had fought for the land he now claimed; he had brought those before him to their knees so that his rule here would become no longer a vision—but a reality. What Kazama truly wanted was to see his blood-line become etched into the sands of time as one of the strongest; he wanted to see his clan become more than such temporal worries; here in this land would be the beginning—the beginning of a rule of oni pure, strong, and un-ending. The problem of course arose that pure-blooded oni were few in this day and age, even less so were female. He was a man of particular tastes when it came to suitors who traveled far to try to mate with him. The women who did come to him were ugly at best or half-blooded at worst. Even those deemed beautiful by society Kazama snickered at. They had no passion, they lacked true honor, and they strove for idiotic things; or, they were crafting to over-throw his rule with their own.

An oni such as him could only mate with someone who was the highest in stature and whose blood only flowed with the oni's blood. Half-breeds did nothing for him except annoy him with their lies of claiming to be what they were not in full. Did they think he did not know who was a pureblood and who was not? Did they think him that a fool? Did they imagine he gained his position, not only as a pure-blooded oni, but as a warrior, based on sheer luck? Surely, they jested to humor him.

His brows furrowed down; the mere thought of their incompetence boiled his blood. Such disrespect to his person and house ensured that many half-breeds did not see the light of day after stepping forth into his keep. He easily slaughtered them for pleasure and in the name of his family line. He would not let them sully his reputation; such as it was, all peoples found out one way or another and were treated accordingly if they misstepped in their judgment on how far Kazama would go to keep his name untarnished. The others who merely sought him in the hopes of matrimony were lucky to become slaves of his keep or workers of his fields. And even these he judged based on if they seemed able to work; those who failed him in tasks or duties were killed upon the ground they toiled over day after day after day; there was no sympathy or care that such people could not handle their own or be useful to Kazama. His mouth twisted at the thought. They worked unceasing in their attempts at freedom. Kazama thought it fitting for them to die on the soil they turned and the fields they plowed. He was doing them a favor after all.

Lazily, he allowed his eyes to traverse the skies and the birds that flew idly in the grimness of the clouds. Even the birds kept to silence in the midst of the rain. It was an unnatural stillness in the midst of such verdant woods that seemed more befitting to song than silence. Kazama allowed his gaze to fall upon a man who sat bowing by his side. As if he understood his master's gaze now falling upon him, he pulled a long, thin smoking pipe adorned with a crane, presenting it to Kazama like an offering. Kazama lifted his right hand and plucked the pipe from his hands looking it over in the same lazy fashion he regarded the shiftless birds. Kazama glanced back at the man who gulped and looked down to avoid direct eye contact with his master.

Grinning, Kazama closed his eyes while lifting the pipe to his mouth.

"Leave me."

The man did not need to be told twice to do so; he bowed deeper so his nose touched the ground and then walked backwards until he left through two large wooden doors with cranes adorned on their faces, gold and jewels weaving into the design. His oni family crest was not a crane, but for some reason the birds brought him peace. They gave him such pleasure that he often would visit their nesting spots to watch them and observe their rather subdued behavior. No one laughed at this habit mainly because no one knew of it, and even if he or she did, were too afraid to say anything.

He dragged the pipe from his mouth to release a thin line of smoke. After a month of teaching himself, he had finally perfected his pipe smoking. Kazama had perfected this art many years ago but it was such a day that meandering thoughts were not kept at bay. Though, he did not chase such thoughts either but instead let them pass in the course and allowed them to leave just as easily. It bore reflection that many oni could do something trivial in minutes by allowing their powers to teach them in an instant, but Kazama preferred to do things with his own hands and own power. He felt more empowered and more of an oni than any, simply because he chose not to take the simple route. What he relied on was his own will, his own strength honed with age and training, to be his guide. Kazama believed highly in himself and allowed his oni powers to be shaped for more practical, utilitarian means rather than aesthetic ones.

His peace was broken as the crane doors were pushed open again and the same man who had brought him his pipe scuttled across the floor until he was mere feet from Kazama. He bowed and not hearing anything from Kazama, spoke, "I bring you news. A group of men have traveled here from Edo to bring you a new servant. They believe you would take interest in her."

_A female?_ Rarely did these groups of men bring him females for his employment unless they were specialized in some skill such as cooking or weaving. He blew another thin line of smoke and lethargically brought his eyes to meet the man beside him.

"Bring her here then." Dismissing the man from his side, he let him scurry away just as quickly as he had come. Kazama mulled over the curiousness of this new arrangement. These men he trusted to bring him good and workable servants; oni, human, or both, it did not matter. He preferred oni slaves opposed to human ones as he could keep them in his service longer and showed his stature in the quantity of these oni servants. Humans, on the other hand, were troublesome, tiring things. They did not respect the ways of his race and were often un-educated people who couldn't even stop squabbling long enough to breathe. Kazama focused his thoughts again; most females the slavers brought were oni who they scoured long and hard for hoping they would become his mate so they could collect a bigger prize. Like everyone in the world, it seemed they desired only money. He took no qualms to this as money did show power, and he loved power.

Even the women he mused over as possible candidates were worked to see if they could handle their keep. He didn't want a weak woman breeding for him; he wanted a woman who could work hard and be both beautiful and strong. Just as he let his mind wander to other subjects, the doors cracked open again allowing three men, Kazama's servant, and a petite woman to pass through its barrier.

His only acknowledgment to the slavers was a sharp nod and a long wisp of smoke from his lips while pulling the pipe away, his gaze hard and unwavering. Knowing the procedure, the three men pushed the woman down in front of Kazama allowing him to see her unobstructed. Her head was bowed down so he could not see her face; but what Kazama first took note of especially was that she wore men's clothing. He glanced at the slavers wondering why they brought him a woman dressed like a man; surely, this was not a good start for his inspection. Giving them the benefit of the doubt, as they were good slave hunters, he took the end of his pipe not grasped in his hand and placed it under the woman's chin. He lifted her face with ease, even with her slight struggle, and allowed himself a dark grin. Her face was rounded and she possessed expressive brown eyes and milky white skin. He knew immediately she was an oni even if she tried to hide it behind all the plain clothing and modest haircut.

Though, he didn't think the clothes were all that made her look plain. Her basic face was plain at best, nothing interesting to observe or take note of; yet there was something ethereal about her anyways. He could see it deep, deep behind her appearance. Something about her made him think twice about having her be sent somewhere else, if for nothing else than curiosity. He watched as her face went from anger to defeat; she easily caved, he mused. If her expressions were anything to go off of her personality was one where she knew when it was futile to fight. Maybe his slave hunters had not failed him after all.

He removed his pipe from her chin, allowing her to go back to slinking her head down, her hair flowing with the fluid motion. Kazama rested his left fist back on his cheek and he waved to the servant, "Give the men their money then take the woman to the slave's quarters where she may be instructed and her clothes may be changed." His eyes glanced back at the girl, "What is your name?"

She spoke but one word, "Chizuru."

He grinned again, "Thousand cranes? Do not fail me and you may live well." He motioned for the servant to take her and his guests away so he could be at peace again. He thought lightly over the new servant. If her name meant anything, she would prove to be an interesting keep; if for nothing else than the fact her name 'thousand cranes' was to bring good luck. He closed his eyes again allowing the sound rain to be his one and only accompaniment.

—

This did not take me long to finish editing seeing as I have always liked this chapter the best, in a way. Not much changed other than added details or word choice. Maybe a few more hints to his character in my version of him.

Comments and favorites are always appreciated.


	2. What the Thunder Echoes

**Crane Wings on Windows**  
><em>Chapter Two — What the Thunder Echoes<br>_NEW as of February 2015

Some more significant alterations have been made to this chapter in the beginning as opposed to the last one. Nothing I garner anyone will be upset about.

* * *

><p>"<em>But a caged bird stands on the grave of dreams<br>His shadow shouts on a nightmare scream.  
>His wings are clipped and his feet are tied.<br>So he opens his throat to sing._

_The caged bird sings_  
><em>with a fearful trill<em>  
><em>of things unknown<em>  
><em>but longed for still,<em>  
><em>and his tune is heard<em>  
><em>on the distant hill<em>  
><em>for the caged bird<em>  
><em>sings of freedom."<em>

"I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings," Maya Angelou

* * *

><p>It was like the walk towards death. Chizuru felt it more akin to shame and defeat but it truly did seem more like a prisoner awaiting their allotted time to be beheaded. Her heart had quivered in anticipation and terror when she had been brought before the lord of this castle and land. When she had met him she was much more placid and quiet than when she had first been taken by the slave hunters. When she had first been captured she had fought with all her might to escape but it was all for nothing. She thought death would be her fate but it seemed it would be something of a much different sort. However, Chizuru had yet to feel she was safe from possible death. Still, in Chizuru's optimistic mind, slavery, servitude, was much better than death. She had a fighting chance, a glimmer of hope. A chance at being free again.<p>

Chizuru finally came out of her stupor long enough to gage where they were. She knew where their destination was but otherwise Chizuru had no bearings as to where they were. The servant in front of her said nothing to her the entire walk which amplified the feeling of a death sentence. When he stopped by a small door in a poorly lit hallway, he opened the door and stepped to the side to allow her access to the room. When Chizuru hesitated for a moment to enter he looked back at her with a silent command though it registered as a plea in her mind as his eyes seemed so desperate for her to listen in that moment. She looked back in the room before advancing inside. So this was to be her tomb. She stopped her thoughts trajectory before it truly had begun. Such thoughts would only lead her down a dark road. She had been witness to many terrible things and she was still alive. She was still here. Giving in would only be a death of the spirit, a far worse death than a physical one.

Stepping in behind her, the servant closed the door and pointed towards some clothes setting neatly on her bed.

"Those are to be your clothes for everyday work unless Lord Kazama states otherwise or upon certain social events. Lord Kazama is your master now. As such, he is the only person who can dictate whether you are allowed to go free or stay a servant forever. Keep your head down and your mouth shut unless spoken to and you should be fine. When evening descends Lord Kazama will give you your duties once he places you in a particular position in his keep." The servant's voice was direct but not harsh. He took a moment to look Chizuru up and down. She looked down at her feet upon his scrutiny.

"Please take a bath before you bring yourself in Lord Kazama's presence again."

Chizuru caught the servant's gaze and his eyes softened as he saw Chizuru's discontented expression, "Do not fear child. If you are lucky, you will live long and well under his household. Lord Kazama may be harsh and cold-hearted but he can be forgiving and does not let his servants live in poor conditions. If you behave, you may be assigned to become a slave in his personal corridors. If that is the case, your life will be luxurious for a servant. Few women are allowed in that wing unless a potential mate to our master. Be considered fortunate if you are given such an opportunity to be privy to his inner sanctum."

Chizuru did not feel lucky at his words but smiled anyways at him. He was trying to cheer her up in the only way he could given the circumstances. She could not help but appreciate the small gesture. He was the only person to give her any kindness since she was found by the slave hunters. Maybe, as he said, she would be fine if she kept her head down and measured the situation until she could do something about it.

"Thank you for your advice and guidance." She found her voice to be rather uneven and unsure.

He nodded curtly, ignoring her hesitancy, and walked out of the room, "I will fetch you when Kazama calls you. In the meantime I will call for a bath to be brought to you so you may clean yourself."

* * *

><p>Chizuru removed the pale kimono and the grey pants, stepping into the hot bath water. Releasing her hair from her ponytail, she sunk deep within the waters in the hopes they would sooth her cares away. She could feel the tightness of her muscles melt within the herbal water. She rested her head on the back of the bathtub and half-smiled at the pleasant feeling of water on her skin.<p>

After she had lingered in the tub of water in complete stillness for a long moment, she brought a hand to her hair and ran it through. Pulling tangles, and knots she stopped once she felt satisfied. Unsure when the man was going to return she cleaned herself quickly and dried off. Pulling at the materiel of her new kimono, she looked at its pattern: simple and plain. It was a dark pink, with a light spray of sakura branches at the bottom and on the sleeves. The obi was a paler pink to contrast with the darker pink. Though the items were uniform in color, it still made Chizuru in awe of how beautiful it was. She had never seen such a gorgeous kimono in her life due to her family's poverty. Regardless of who this Kazama was, she thanked him for these clothes.

Once she felt satisfied she had put the kimono on correctly, she placed her hair in a ponytail, a distant smile worming its way onto her face as she smoothed over the kimono's fabric. She had not dressed like a woman for years. It was not practical for her and given the circumstances it was more profitable for her to pretend to be a boy than a girl. Her disguise, she knew, was not the most convincing. Her face was too round, her eyes too large and expressive. She screamed feminine and even her voice, delicate and soft, was rarely ever believed to be a boy. Being in a kimono made her remember when days were better; when she was not on the run or fleeing simply in fear of being killed. Her distant smile faded and she tugged at the kimono sleeves suddenly feeling awkward in her new outfit.

Even though she felt such hesitancy and confusion she could not help but feel refreshed, as though she no longer had to hide who she was, regardless if it was easily discovered to be a false self. She spun herself slowly around to remember the feeling of being a girl. Her acting felt too forced even to her own mind. She felt foolish.

A moment of utter uncertainty passed her mind and she closed her eyes tight as though to hide from herself. How had it come to this? She took a few deep breaths and slowly opened her eyes, peering out the one small window high up the wall and saw the sun radiate with such glory. The simple act of being witness to something so beautiful in such grief made the pressure on her chest ease. She stood up taller. How foolish it was to lose hope, to despair. She had been taught to make the best out of her situation. The fear did not leave her, the terror of the moment when Lord Kazama's eyes locked with hers. She saw a lurking beast. A caged predator just biding its time waiting to be released. The moment was gone and she had dropped her head when she had been released by him. She closed her eyes in that moment to quell her shaking fear. He did not even have to say anything threatening to her—she was already afraid of what he was capable of. She could sense his power—he sheer will to exist. To be. Few oni she knew had such will and power, or at least it came off as a much more subdued and quiet feeling. Even fewer oni had red eyes and seeing the bloody orbs was as though she was staring at her own destined fate. Something about him made Chizuru reject him entirely. In contrast, Chizuru loved human beings; it was the reason she tried to disguise herself as one to be around them after her family was killed by another group of oni.

She didn't want to feel that fear again; not from those oni and certainly not from Kazama. Her willpower caved for a moment and she wished with all her might to be somewhere else than here. Thinking of her family caused a deep felt loneliness and sorrow well its way up her throat. Chizuru plopped down on the floor where her old clothes were and her comforter; she creased her eyes in self-pity. What would happen to her? She kept returning to those thoughts, those questions. Such uncertainty had not hit her in such full force. Certainly she had had her doubts, especially when all she had known was torn from her both figuratively and literally. But never had she despaired quite so much as she did now in her moments of reflection.

Just as she was about to completely give in she shook her head hard in an attempt to erase the thoughts from her head. Her eyes narrowed in determination and her lips tightened. "I must be strong. I cannot afford to delve into self-pity. This is the time when I should do more to reach out than to push in. I cannot stop moving forward. I must look ahead to the road straight and true."

Shifting herself so her legs were creased under her backside, she bowed her head down and folded her hands in her lap. She stayed like that until the serving man was to return. She was going to be grateful to him and his master no matter what, if only to be thankful for being given a chance to live. If this was where her life was to be now, she wanted to make the best of it. If she grew close to Kazama maybe, just maybe, he would release her from this place so she could once again be free.

* * *

><p>Kazama sat in a western-styled chair, a look of deadly laziness on his face. He had learned that the best way to frighten someone wasn't always to look menacing but to have the cunning of a snake. To look as if you could strike but have the lazy slither of something that didn't care what it snaked by. He grinned at the wisdom of the snake's intellect. He heard a door creak open and didn't even bother to see who it was; he could smell his servant walking down the hall.<p>

The man bowed before him before sidestepping so Chizuru was in view, bowing as well. Already she was trained to bow to him. Did she have no pride as an oni? Kazama's eyes lit up at her game. He knew what she was trying to pull on him: good behavior. She was sucking up to him. However, as he watched her lazily, he knew this wasn't just a game to her; she wasn't even playing a game, he realized. She genuinely bowed to him. He looked at his servant with a knowing look and it was then the servant made a mistake—he allowed a puzzled look to cross his face.

Kazama's eyes darkened as he stared at her manservant, "Go fetch my pipe."

He did not have to threaten the man for him to feel threatened. He knew the hidden message behind those words, _'if you screw up again you're dead.'_ The servant bowed deeply and walked away, apologies pouring from his mouth.

Kazama rested his left fist on his cheek in annoyance, a small sigh leaving his lips. He needed a smoke. Hearing a shift of cloth, he shifted his gaze to Chizuru and waved his hand in no particular direction, "Sit in front of me. Learn from his mistake; to be a good servant in this house you must know what I want when I want it. If you learn that, you may get your own land and live to your leisure." He did not lie to her; though the number of oni he allowed to do this could be counted on his left hand alone, he did grant them the wish of having a few acres of his land to prosper. However, they did have to give him some of their harvest to compensate his generous nature. He smirked at how easily this girl's hopes were restored.

Chizuru sat in front of him on the chair that lay on the other side of the two-person table. Its wood was a dark, rich hue of brown that was gilded with gold on the edges. She decided to keep her head bowed just in case he had some formality about it.

He slowly closed his eyes, "When I invite you to sit at my table you are a guest and not a servant. Don't insult me."

Chizuru lifted her head and flashed him a smile, "Thank you. My neck was getting sore."

He really wished he had a smoke now. She perplexed him; she bowed genuinely, she smiled at him with honesty, and she thanked him for trivial things. All that he could think of was: annoying. She annoyed him. Every oni he saw, including the ones not enslaved by him, were pursed lipped, always serious, and demanding. Of course, most of the oni were old men and woman who had long ago lost interest in both their race and the human's race. He was starting to think his youthful ambitions of finding a mate were pointless. He stopped that thought before it went any farther: he didn't want to start sounding like the old men who thought they actually kept him company on their visits.

Chizuru chanced a glance at where they were. Even though this place seemed like it was built for a king, she couldn't help but smile at some of the furnishing. She observed that this oni was more practical in some regards than she first thought based on what she had seen as they walked down the halls. Sure, many of the items were gaudy, but they served a purpose. She got the feeling the reason most of his furnishings were so gaudy was that he wanted to prove something. She also felt warm in the rich hues, despite this man's chilling exterior. However, she was unsure of what to make of being within an informal chamber than a study, or great hall. This room spoke of intimacy and of closeness. She felt she was in more of a room meant for quiet reflections and discussions with friends and family—not a room to discuss her new servitude.

Kazama weighed each of the girl's expressions carefully. He always brought the female oni to this room to see their reactions. He felt that if he made them show their truest faces he could gauge where he would place them in his keep. The shifty eyed women were immediately killed or taken from his sight. They only desired money from him, and owning a servant who thought like that so openly meant they were willing to do anything to get what they wanted. He had seen a few cunning women who made him hostile to their objectives. They were gauging a way to steal his power, his position, and maybe get some pleasure out of it as well. He frowned at the thought. To breed with such impure women would be sin unto him.

He focused his mind back to the girl and watched as her face turned to a motherly softness he had seen in humans. He scoffed as a smirk found its way onto his face. She was a woman of practicality it seemed. Greed did not pass her face, hunger for power wasn't evident, but it seemed the face of a practical and motherly type of woman was her strong suit. He didn't know how he felt about a motherly type of oni. The thought of her softness towards someone she should hate and fear made him distrust her softness. However, his initial frustrations tamed themselves into a distant apathy. He studied her with cold calculation, assessing such a strange position he found himself in. She was the opposite of every oni he had ever met; even his mother was not motherly.

His servant finally returned with his pipe and he took it from him with a slow deliberateness despite his over-working mind, "Leave me, but bring us dinner." Satisfied with the bow and curt nod from his subject he placed the pipe between his lips and allowed it to soothe his nerves.

He rolled his eyes to Chizuru and pulled the pipe from his lips. As he was about to speak he saw her open her mouth and say something before him, "Does that pipe have a crane on it? Can I assume you like cranes? I saw you had cranes decorated in almost every room I passed." Her voice was little. She felt like a small child in the presence of an intimidating adult bearing down upon her, casting their judgment easily and with coldness. Chizuru didn't want to be reprimanded for just asking a question. As she chanced a glance at Kazama she saw the quick flash of distant reflection in his eyes before they returned to a hard look.

"Cranes are a symbol of good luck and fortune. Longevity of life; there is no other reason I would like a crane." His tone was matter-of-fact and devoid of most emotion.

He closed his eyes in time to miss Chizuru's smile. Something about that distant, wistful gaze of his made her believe he spoke only a partial truth. In her heart she believed there was something about cranes the animal that touched this predator oni. It made her wonder if that had been the reason she was considered as a servant. Her parents named her Chizuru in the hopes of having long lives and good luck. That did not bode well for them considering their lives were relatively short. She felt blessed to know them though, and her older brother who had protected her long enough to allow her to escape.

* * *

><p>Kazama allowed the smoke to build within his mouth before he released it to the side so it did not hit Chizuru. Chizuru watched as the smoke curled and danced before it dissipated into the air.<p>

"I have decided your place." he placed the pipe back in his mouth for a dramatic pause. He wanted her to fidget a bit while he took another smoke. To his delight, when she quickly looked back at him she pulled at her kimono. He observed the Sakura pattern with curiosity; he wondered where he got those clothes. Of course, he forgot half the people who brought him things, so he assumed one of them had done so. Or one of his servants had made it.

Releasing the smoke from its barrier, he handed the pipe back to his servant beside him who also carried plates of food on a platter.

"You are going to work as my personal servant until I find something more useful for you to do. I expect to see you waiting on me each morning when I wake and to be there as I close my eyes each night to sleep. If I see but one item missing from my quarters, you will be executed on the spot. Do not take my words lightly," he motioned towards a few rows of various horn sizes perched on a small dresser. Chizuru looked away disgusted. They were the horns of oni. "I will take no qualms in killing you."

Chizuru pulled her gaze from the floor to him. She tried to hide the disgust and hatred towards his actions but could not. To do something like that was unforgivable! Each person and oni deserved a life to his own choice; to be killed because they didn't meet expectations as a slave was outrageous. They shouldn't have been slaves to begin with. Kazama looked at his servant, who immediately placed the food on the table and departed from them once satisfied with the place setting.

"I never said I was kind nor will I ever promise to be. That should be left up to oni like you who pity everything." he grinned at her glare. She was not very menacing to him and he pushed her plate closer to her, "Eat. You start your work the moment I release you from my presence." He paused before picking up his chopsticks, "After dinner I will inform you of your duties. Eat well." Though the phrase was used often with a smile or a voice of pleasure, all Chizuru could hear was the coldness.

He was a monster: in and out.

* * *

><p>"Your duties as my personal servant are to wash my clothes, ensure my food is ready, make my bed, clean my wing, and follow me wherever I go if I ask. You are to blow out the candles before I sleep and wake me up each morning if I have not done so myself. The other chores you are to do will be left up to me as I see fit to reveal them."<p>

He waved his hand, "Take these plates away with my other servant. He will show you what to do."

Once again, in possession of his pipe, Kazama let a breath of smoke hit Chizuru in the face, causing her to cough. He let a dark smile work upon his lips, "Do not fail me, Chizuru."

* * *

><p>Chizuru was shaken awake with force. Groaning in discomfort of being awoken she swatted the persons hand but raised herself from the bed anyways. For a moment she remembered what it was to be awoken by her mother or brother early in the morning. Her brother shaking her awake with stifled laughter at how often Chizuru loved to sleep in. But it was not so. The hand that prodded her awake was not her brother her barely functioning mind reminded her. More importantly was why it seemed still so early. The hand that had prodded her awake moved away from her shoulder and was followed by a voice ringing through Chizuru's ears like morning bells.<p>

"It is time for you to awaken. Lord Kazama is due to rise in an hour; you must have breakfast ready and be in his chambers when he awakens. If he does not awake by four this morning then you must prod him awake. Normally, you would let him sleep but the elder oni are paying him a visit today and expect him to be ready by five so they may converse."

Chizuru's eyes slowly peeled open to their normal size and she sighed. Like any moment such as this, Chizuru had hoped all that had transpired these last few weeks had been a dream. But like every time she opened her eyes to seeing the back of a horse while traveling with the slave hunters it never was so. Though waking up in a bed was a nice change of pace. The last day of her journey with the hunters had been the worst. They had quickened the pace by such a large margin that she had nearly passed out on multiple occasions from exhaustion. They had told her that just because they were not going to sully her or cut her face open did not mean she was excused from not pulling her own weight while on their journey.

Shaking away her thoughts she looked to where the voice originated from. The servant, who was found out to be named Hozin, was Kazama's planner and personal manservant. He made sure all servants were ready by the time they needed to be until they awoke themselves. Since yesterday she had talked with Hozin since she had seen him so often that day. He told her little but he seemed less rigid when away from his master. When Hozin grunted at her she looked up at him with a slight blush, embarrassed she had been caught wandering. Chizuru nodded absent-mindedly to Hozin's initial words though Hozin had stopped talking a few minutes ago.

He sighed deeply and motioned his hands in a 'hurry up' gesture, "Come, come! No, no, do not wear those, put these on!" He threw her new, much gaudier looking clothes and she gaped at the quality. It was now she realized Hozin possessed similar clothes, adorned in crimson, gold, and white.

"As a head servant you are expected to wear some of the finest clothing to not disgrace our lord. It is not out of pity or friendship he bestows these to you, but out of necessity. As you seem to be slow in the morning I shall tell you what is expected of you this day. You already know of waking the master; I shall dress him and make sure he is comfortable while you bring in breakfast. From there you shall sit by his side when the elder oni arrive and pour sake when needed and be at the call of Lord Kazama. This woman," an older woman stepped in and bowed slightly to Hozin, "will ensure you are ready yourself as this is your first time wearing these particular items. She will only do this once. Learn the style quickly. This castle is not home to slackers."

The older woman scoffed, "That is because he kills them before they have a chance to defend themselves. That bloody man is wicked."

Hozin made no motion to reprimand her but his eyes did hold a warning in them. It was strange and foreign to Chizuru, but she could not escape the feeling of being hurt by the elder woman even if her qualms were not with her. She gathered the lord was not popular. His very words proved him to be a true oni—a demon of the darkest kind. Yet, Chizuru also felt that such words should only be said in the presence of the one they were being directed towards. It felt wrong to not allow the other to defend themselves. Then again, Chizuru thought with nervousness, he would most likely have killed her the moment she stepped out of line.

"Uzu, please be civil and do not speak of the master in such a way, we have a new servant who should not be a witness to such talk." he nervously glanced between the two, a fidgety nature working its way from Hozin's normally rigid posture.

Uzu laughed lightly, "You have always been so fretting Hozin. Becoming a manservant has made you dull and rather boring to chat with. Yes, rather dull indeed." She nodded to herself as if to make the statement much more factual.

Hozin frowned, "Yes well, get her ready and be done with your squabbles. We must be ready, already it is late. Lord Kazama will have my head for this."

Uzu began laying out the ensemble and smiled, "You had better hope that saying is just that: a saying." Hozin laughed nervously, fidgeting. Turning on the ball of his heel, he silently ran out of the room to begin his duties of the day.

"You have been quiet in these idle chatters. Did you fancy your opinion was not wanted?" Uzu had turned and looked at her.

Chizuru found it hard to understand what this woman would say at times, and let her curiosity be known, "Uzu, may I ask you where you come from? I hope you do not take offense but you do not sound like a natural born Japanese woman." Uzu brushed Chizuru's hair gently, not offended in the least, "Ah that is a fine story. For now, however, be calmed in knowing I come from the West. My name was originally Susan Bray but was named something else more befitting to Kazama's tastes. Never liked the man, always gazing with those red eyes of his. Scaring the pretty woman who come to, and fro; women not too much different from yourself. I do not know what an oni truly is, but it sounds like nothing I would want to find out for sure. Sounds wicked and foul."

Chizuru nodded absentmindedly, this woman did not know she herself was an oni it seemed, and it was probably better she did not. If this woman resented one oni enough to resent them all, she did not want to raise her ire.

It was here that Chizuru felt true loneliness. She had hoped this woman would be like the elder woman who she passed in the streets during her time in Edo: kind and sturdy, but most motherly and wise. This woman, while not so much as rude, she was much more judging of some people she had never met and did not comfort her with wisdom or good words. She did not seem wise, but rather much more false and shallow. But, in the end, was she not speaking the truth? Chizuru squinted as the woman pulled her hair in elaborate designs she never wished to have. Maybe she was judging this woman too quickly herself. Not every elder person should be full of wisdom and Uzu did not seem to lie about the lord of the castle; of course, she seemed to speak a little too freely about her master to anyone who would listen long enough. It might have just been Chizuru's sense of propriety that distanced herself from Uzu who seemed to come from different stock that did not have qualms about speaking so forwardly about those in power over them.

"Do not black out on me dear. I thought you had gone into a waking sleep. As you did not hear me, come, I must dress you now. Pay attention as I will not do this again!" the woman wagged her finger and lifted up the hem of her skirt to walk around the dress to pick up the items she needed.

Chizuru inwardly sighed at how much she would have to memorize by the end of this dressing. But a much more sinister thought cropped into her mind: would she even live to see the end of the day?

* * *

><p>The day was rainy again; Kazama could feel it in his bones. The sun would not grace the sky again this morn and he was better for it. Never was he a fan of the sun and its heat. The coolness of rain on his skin gave him a shiver he rather enjoyed.<p>

He preferred to just keeping his eyes closed and lie in his bed to listen to the birds, and meander through his mind. In all seriousness, Kazama enjoyed peaceful mornings, and warm evenings to himself. Power was something for midday, but a lethargic listlessness was his plan for late day activities. However, this morning did not call for lethargic wanderings and idle hands. Today the elders paid him another visit with their droning lectures, and obvious observations. They made no qualms about insulting Kazama's pride in his face, and while he grinned at their forwardness, he rather loathed being insulted when he could not do anything to stop their mindless rambles.

They irked him to no end. They bickered, and squabbled like servants. They thought themselves above it all, when in fact, they were even more hated than Kazama in these parts of the world, and that was saying more than Kazama liked to believe. He, of course, believed himself to be the most hated, vile creature, and thought better for it. It kept the stupid people from his doors and left him to do whatever he pleased and in the manner he preferred to do it in. The elders that kept him "company" for the day really did not care that Kazama was with them. In actuality, they just wanted to be around a young, and accomplished oni, to gloat about their past and to mock his future.

To them, it did not matter if they were alive or dead. They just wanted to exist and that was all. He rather liked their, "I can do what I want, when I want" type of attitude but could not see himself a person who did not have a purpose to survive. Certainly, there was his legacy to create, and then there were his power hungry tendencies. He could not well give those up to do nothing of particular importance just because he thought himself better than other people which he did. Honesty, such elders irked him.

"Annoying and complicated. Wrinkled and unclean. Old people are a bother to my hygienics." he sighed and flicked his eyes open. He looked to his right and frowned. _She is late. _Already this woman was irritating him as much as the old men were. Was she not to be by his side when he was to wake? He had made himself abundantly clear on the matter. Just as he was about to open his mouth to speak, he could smell her running down the hall.

The door quietly opened to reveal her form clearly to him. If nothing else, she did look much better now that she had decided to dress like a woman. He silently nodded his approval, but still thought her plain. She was just too plain.

She bowed to him, "I-I do apologize for being late. I did not think I would be so delayed in my dressing."

He needed a smoke. Leaning back into his pillow, he closed his eyes and tried to block out her loud voice, "An excuse is worth nothing here. You are late, and no matter the reason, you are late. I could say so many things as an excuse on why you are lying dead on my floor but that would not change the fact you are dead on my floor."

Chizuru widened her eyes at his threat. As he opened his eyes he grinned like a fox at her reaction; she was like an open book that it made toying with her so much more fun than toying with someone who was apathetic to it all. It made him want to keep her just to tease that face of hers and watch her squirm under his wit and might. This was going to be a rewarding day, Kazama could just feel it.

* * *

><p>Comments and favorites are appreciated but not needed for me to continue this story. Thank-you for reading and I do hope you enjoyed this chapter.<p>

_woochann_
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_Reviews from Chapter Two:_

**abiecula:** Oh yes, I do wish to complete this story: much more than any other chapter story I have thus far so no worries there! Let us hope, however, I can get that done in a timely manner, hahah.

**huyutfsakura:** Thank-you very much! I appreciate your review! I hope this is soon enough!

**stalianha:** Hahah, yes Chizuru is Chizuru. I do hope to make her a bit more strong-willed eventually, as I do see her, at times, as a very strong person: she just does not look it. Ah yes, Kazama is very wicked indeed! I am glad I am keeping him in character. I love Kazama so I am glad I am hitting him on the nail. (: Oh do not worry about it! I do not mind the "poor English". In addition, heheh you will find out soon enough! (Sorry I answered your review backwards but I just responded to what caught my eye first, hahah).

**anonymous:** This was a wonderful review, there is no need to worry about lack of experience. In all honesty, I appreciate this review very much. Thank-you for taking the time after five years to write this one to me. You do not know how much I appreciate that. I am also a Hijikata/Chizuru fan myself, so maybe when I finish this one and my Saito fic I will work on doing a Hijikata one! I shall make Chizuru full of conviction: do not worry! I do want to play with new sides of her though too, just because I love to try to bring around a three-dimensional character, rather than a two-dimensional one; if I can.

**slinny xo:** Aw, well thank-you! I am glad it is as good as the last one. I am glad I have at least made you consider this pairing. I do enjoy this pairing, but have no qualms with other ones as well. I think each pairing brings to it a different strong point and I can see each one as endearing. Thank-you for those words! I am glad I am descriptive and attentive to the details. I try to be!

* * *

><p>"<em>On an evening when the spring mists<br>Trail over the wide sea,  
>And sad is the voice of the cranes<br>I think of my far-off home._

_Thinking of home,  
>Sleepless I sit,<br>The cranes call amid the shore reeds,  
>Lost in the mists of spring."<em>

Otomo Yakamochi

* * *

><p>These were heavier than she had originally thought they were going to be. She puffed a bit at how weak she was, when she should be carrying these large trays with ease. Yet as she looked down at how much food there was it was no wonder she was struggling with balancing all of this food at once. Why Kazama needed so many plates of food for breakfast was beyond her understanding. No meal was completed without the condiments to go with the meal and the few side dishes to help savor the main dish. However, she did not see why there was such an excess of food present. Chizuru could only think that male oni needed more sustenance than female oni but that seemed highly unrealistic. Besides she did not notice the night prior Kazama having so many dishes. If the platters before her were an indication of how much he truly ate then he was practically starved the night prior.<p>

After what seemed like hours, and practically getting lost on one occasion, Chizuru saw the door she was looking for. Well, rather it was two doors of a larger size than average doors she had seen. Her momentary loss of concentration caused her to sway a bit. She righted her platters before anything spilled and chided herself at her lack of strength once again, determined she would need to work on her coordination and strength. As she gazed at the door wondering how she would handle opening the door Hozin scurried from the room in a huff. Before he rammed into her he swished to the side of her and whispered to her before he left her side, "Please be careful with those and do watch out: Kazama is in a strange mood this morning. He did not even ask for his pipe. This does not bode well…" he nervously scurried away, counting imagined figures in his head on his fingers, "not well at all."

Chizuru watched him flee down the hall, or at least it looked like he was fleeing, before turning to see the door had closed upon his exit. She sighed and felt that Hozin could have at least been nice enough to leave the door open. She wondered, as she stepped back and studied the organic pattern weaving itself on the large wooden doors, how they expected her to open the doors with two platters of food in her hands. A predicament arose that Chizuru felt was a rather strange one: she could set the food down or she could try to open the door without putting the trays down. In most instances setting the food to the side and sliding the door open was an obvious solution but Kazama did not have any of the normal Japanese sliding doors; at least, not as doors that allowed access to the main rooms. She had seen sliding doors used in the kitchen to separate different areas within the kitchen but it seemed the main entry into rooms were through western-styled doors. It was amazing how the appearance of a new, strange door made Chizuru question if her practice of setting the trays on the floor was proper.

However, after another long look up at the size of the door she decided that if no one was going to open the door, or tell her the proper way of how to deal with such a situation that she would do what she knew: set the trays down and open the door that way. She just hoped that Kazama would not be upset at such an entrance. Just as Chizuru made the motions of bending down to put the trays on the floor, the door was opened by Kazama himself, a small frown upon his face. After opening the door he folded his arm back into his kimono sleeves and looked her over with his face relaxing back into neutrality.

"I did not think I would have to make it clear that doors are made to be opened and closed. Of course, I hadn't expected to meet someone like you as a servant." His comment was nocholant. He put no true sarcasm or force behind it. It was merely a factual observation in Kazama's eyes.

Chizuru, however, tightened her lips at feeling the harsh slight. Normally she would let such words fly by her; after all she had been insulted similarly before, but something about his eyes made her uneasy with his words. She was not sure why she felt he was hiding some emotion behind them. Because of her unsureness and shock she at first missed his small smirk and the narrowing of his eyes. Just as she caught a glance of his expression he turned and walked back further into his room to sit on a collection of fine pillows. They looked to be made of the finest silk. As Chizuru finally made her way inside, Kazama adjusted his position to lying on his side and observing her struggle with her trays, his eyes still narrowed in observation, though his mouth had returned to its normal neutral position. Chizuru noticed that he was lounging in the same manner he was when she had met him two days ago. The only difference was that he did not hold his pipe in his hand. His position screamed of arrogance though his face revealed nothing than his keen eyes observing her movements.

Chizuru ignored the feelings that were surfacing, namely her desire to escape, her need to escape this man, and instead gracefully sat on the floor beside him to serve him his breakfast. He sat up when she placed the trays on the ground in front of him and began to eat the moment it was settled. Assuming he would dismiss her when he did not need her, she folded her hands in her lap and found great interest in the cranes flying on the sleeves of her kimono.

This outfit was in the seemingly standard colors of red, gold, and white. As she glanced around Kazama's room she noticed the same color motifs lingering throughout his room. The walls were of a rich, deep red. Glancing around with as much subtlety as she could muster, she noticed how large and imposing his room actually was. His bed was up on a raised dais with four steps leading up to the raised platform that was in a half-round shape. But his bed was actually quite far away from where they sat now, by a small spot near two large windows that spilled in the grey morning light, as the sun was hidden behind many rain clouds. It was amazing how large those windows were and how much light they allowed into the room. Chizuru guessed that it was not until very late that Kazama would actually need to light candles. The size of the windows made Chizuru feel that nature was invading the room. While the trees were still a ways off, nature seemed the true motif of his entire room. It was where his bed faced and in the end it was the most noticeable feature of the whole room. Everything in his room seemed to hinge of this beautiful streaming of light.

As she gazed out the window movement caught her eye and she peered at Kazama briefly to see him eat a piece of fish in an aggressive, yet stiff and polite manner. She could not comprehend what happened next but her hands moved to the sake bottle, and poured some into his cup. She did this motion so much with her father that it seemed instinctive to do it with everybody else. Kazama stared at her silently but made no motion to thank her or reprimand her. He simply drank what she had poured into his sake cup.

Chizuru felt entirely wrong about the whole thing. She did not feel anything for this man before her to pour him his sake, something she felt spoke of a closer relationship than was present. He should not be rewarded with her kindness and service as he did nothing kind to grant her the desire to be civil with him. She was his servant and slave by force. If anything, that meant she should be trying to kill him or at least escaping. Yet, as she lowered the sake bottle to the ground, she sighed quietly. Such aggression was not like her and if she was indeed his servant, forced or otherwise, pouring him is sake was no different than bringing him his morning meal. If she was going to be upset about pouring his sake then she should be upset about bringing him his food, staying by his side, and wearing these clothes that were and were not like her.

"Regret and contemplate on someone else's meal. I have no use for your wishy-washy personality."

She felt the ire rise up within her at his rude words. She stole him the darkest glare she had ever been known to give; not even the slavers had been given such a choice glare though they had gotten much struggle and resistance from her. Kazama, however, was unfazed by her glare and continued eating as if nothing had happened. In fact, he deliberately ate slower just so she would have to suffer his company longer.

When he looked at her again, his eyes seeming to dare her to rebel, she had half a mind to run off at this instant and damn the consequences of her actions. However, for the third time she poured him a cup of sake and focused her gaze in front her. He was not going to get under her skin if she could help it.

When he had finished, Chizuru noticed that he left a bowl of rice and a small plate of fish untouched. Her mind quickly jumped to him being just as wasteful as he was arrogant. However she kept the thought to herself and looked on a moment longer, hoping he would not prove to be wasteful of the food he had been provided.

Kazama studied her expressions she thought she hid so well from him but he could see it all. Even what she did not express on her face was expressed to him through her eyes. He could read people like books, like pathetic novels that demanded to be read yet tried to hide their inner pages. He felt it was a rather un-refined analogy but such was his life in his boredom. He had half a mind to not give her the food he had purposely left for her. He doubted that she had eaten at such an hour considering everyone was awake much earlier than they normally had to be and considering the time restraint it was obvious that Chizuru would have not had time to eat herself. He did not need his servant's stomach growling during his conversation with the elder oni and so he solved the problem by asking Hozin to provide more food than necessary, claiming he was much hungrier than usual. Kazama had hoped that Chizuru would have figured out the clear suggestion on her own but it seemed she was so upset about something he had said or did, that he knew, just _knew_, he would actually have to voice it out.

He pushed the small tray of food closer to her and sighed to get her attention. He was rewarded with her gazing at him with a blankness he was sure matched his own. "This food is not to be taken away." She nodded and went to grab the other tray but stopped when she noticed he was not done explaining something. She watched him push the tray closer to her and let go of it. "Eat well."

With that, he rose and went to find his pipe. He was in such a delightfully wicked mood early that morning that he had forgotten to ask for his pipe. Therefore, while she ate, he would find it himself. He would admit this time it was his fault for not getting out of his stupor long enough to make coherent phrases, but it was not as if he was going to voice the thought out loud so he did not mind admitting he was wrong to himself. Hell, he loved himself so much he might as well tell himself he thought he looked rather immaculate this morning. After a small mental assessment that everything was in order with his appearance, Kazama figured he might as well enjoy the time to himself while he could considering the old croons would be arriving in exactly thirty minutes.

Chizuru stared blankly at the meal cooling before her. Had he…thought of her? She lowered her head quickly to try to hide the blush forming on her face. Why was she blushing? She picked up the chopsticks aggressively in her confusion as to why this small gesture warmed her heart. This could not do she must be grateful for this gift. Food was scarce for her as of late and the fact a good meal was presented to her: she could not let it chill. It would be a shame onto the cook and herself. Good meals should be eaten as they are prepared. Besides, she had not eaten this morning due to the rush. Picking up her rice bowl, she began to eat her meal with reverence. Each meal was a blessing and she must treat it as such even if it was from someone she was weary of.

She was so focused on the matter at hand that she had not even noticed the sake bottle spilling its contents on the floor from when she had knocked it over in her hurray to finish her meal. As it glistened when the morning light hit its liquid surface, Chizuru ate quickly but politely. She only stopped when she finally took notice of the spill. Quickly righting the bottle, she frowned, hoping Kazama did not get angry she had spilled some of his sake. However, she became mesmerized by the glistening of the spilled sake on the floor. She could not place it but the spilled sake made her look on in horror: it was like a warning that everything she knew was spilling from her, and seeping down the cracks never to be seen again. What a waste of perfectly good sake.
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* * *

><p>"<em>I'm still recovering,<br>Still getting over all the suffering.  
>More known for my anger<br>Than for any other thing.  
>But you've always tried<br>To be by my side  
>And catch my fall when I start to slide.<em>

_If I could just hide_  
><em>The sinner inside<em>  
><em>And keep him denied<em>  
><em>How sweet life would be<em>  
><em>If I could be free<em>  
><em>From the sinner in me."<em>

"The Sinner in Me," by Depeche Mode

* * *

><p>The air seemed to stiffen at the presence of the three oni before Hozin. The leaves in the trees stopped their dancing and the grey clouds seemed to grow darker at the sight of these oni, a few droplets of rain beginning to fall. The eldest of the three oni glanced idly at the castle before him his eyes already familiar with the castle of Kazama. He dismounted from his horse and allowed a servant to take the horse away. The two other oni followed suit. The eldest oni looked at Hozin briefly before casting his gaze back up at the tallest section of Kazama's castle. <em>What a useless and gaudy castle. <em>

The three elderly oni were greeted by Hozin with reverence, "It is our deepest pleasure to have you once more at this castle. Lord Kazama awaits your arrival with anticipation."

The oldest oni scoffed and a devilish smirk played upon his lips, "That boy…bide in anticipation of our coming? Do not lie to me servant. He would rather see us dead, well I know."

The shortest of the three grinned manically and rubbed his chin in wicked delight, "Would it not be nice to spill his blood on the floor at this moment? Surely, each of you has grown tired of his attitude towards us? I know I do…calling me portly." The man rubbed his large stomach in distracted hate. The tallest of them curled his long fingers together and bowed to Hozin, "We are most…_grateful_" he licked his lips, "to your lord for sparing the time." The tall oni looked up and his eyes narrowed even farther than they already were, his ice eyes blazing with malcontent.

Hozin held back his sneer, these men mocked his lord and he could do nothing to stop them. He may not find his lord to be hospitable at all times but they should have realized that his lord never invited them to come here. They invited themselves and so his lord did everything he could to accommodate their rash, uncouth behavior. Hozin hoped that if he stayed in Kazama's service long enough, he would not see Kazama turn out to be so unfeeling to the point of these oni. Just because one lived longer than many others did not mean it gave justification to lose gratefulness and humility towards others.

The oldest oni stepped forward, a look of veiled deadliness on his face, "Take us to him immediately. I have no time to stand when I could do that anywhere. If your lord is so hospitable and so anticipatory of our arrival: should we not be by his side already?"

The look the eldest oni gave Hozin made him fear him once again. That look he had…it was satanic. And that smile…

Hozin bowed, hiding his fear, "Of course."

* * *

><p>Kazama rested his fisted hand on his cheek with boredom, a typical position to find him in. The sky was pouring out its woes on the land before him. This was his favorite balcony. This balcony spanned across his entire back castle and was extremely wide, made of the sturdiest stone. It was sheltered by great strong red poles that balanced a roofed canopy of a dark green shade. It allowed for great hosted events, which he avoided having, and a quiet place to read or be, which he often did when he had the proper time. It was barren of most furniture but at this moment had three chairs to his left to accommodate the three elder oni. However…as he pulled his pipe from his lips he turned his head slightly to look at the woman sitting next to him on his left side as well. She would be the first female oni to sit in on this secluded meeting. She should be proud to serve him, and thankful to him for giving her this pleasure; although, he bemused, he got no pleasure out of this meeting himself.<p>

He had made her re-do her hair, as it was not adorned enough, and her make-up, as it was not thick enough. Now, he chanced, she looked like a porcelain doll and elder oni loved porcelain dolls. It was one thing he knew they actually enjoyed and would miss if they died suddenly. He grinned like a snake at the thought of slicing their heads off. They hated him and he hated them. It was a perfect relationship.

He watched her with his eyes and Chizuru could feel it. She closed her eyes tighter, becoming almost nauseous at his prolonged gaze. She did not feel like herself. All this make-up and all of this finery weighed her down; this was not her. She could not stand to look at herself. Why was he so adamant that she do this?

Her father's words echoed in her mind:

'_Elder oni love fine things. It makes them feel powerful, as they can break it at any moment. Yet, they keep it, hoard it, because they are greedy and lap their tongues at treasure: indulging in their prize. Elder oni do not care for the suffering of man or oni, but they lust after that which is consider precious to a man because they do not understand what it means to treasure anything. Their greed is like a wildfire Chizuru: stand in their path of burning and they will devour you with their flames. None can escape them; all you can do is pray that they tire of you and leave you to the dogs as elder oni do not kill unless bored and leave what they find will dull their hands.'_

She wanted to vomit. She needed to vomit. This unease was making her stomach want to crawl out from inside her and slink away. If only she could slink away. The anticipation of their arrival was enough to cause her to faint. She felt beads of sweat start to form on her face. A voice in the back of her mind hoped that her make-up did not run.

"Calm down."

His harsh tone did, in-fact, calm her. When she opened her eyes and looked at him, she saw him staring at her with such intensity that she had to look away. "They will be dead fools if they think they can take what is mine to possess."

What he said next caused her to look at him with shocked wonder, "You will be safe with me."

He still looked at her with deadly precision before looking at the treetops again, his mind wandering to other matters. She closed her eyes again in shame. For a moment she thought he meant that exactly as he said it but she realized he said it because she was consider his possession. His. Only his. She was a tool in his box only to be used. She was safe with him, only because she was still a new tool that had not been tired of.

Kazama could not help but grin to himself. How easily her hopes were restored but then dashed when she realized his meaning. He was no romantic; he did not protect her because of some romantic idea or ideal. No, he would protect her because he was Kazama, and he would not be out-bested. This, he thought with dark determination, he was sure of.

"Kazama—you look as lazy as ever."

Kazama did not even glance at the voice that toyed with him. He blew out the smoke welling in his mouth, "You're mice to be crushed under my feet. Go scurry to your hole before you get more than you can handle."

The eldest oni narrowed his eyes and his grin grew, "You are still writing poetry with your words I see; always sending me on an intellectual battle of wit. If that is how you would like it, I will give chase."

Kazama grinned as well, "You are a foolish old man who is so lax of mind he could not even hope to give chase to the snake."

The short oni plopped down one of the chairs provided while patting his head with the cloth in his hand, "Shut up. My mind is already tiring of your bickering and use of poetic verse. No one cares."

"Gonzo that is not polite to say to the lord of this castle," the tallest oni slithered. Gonzo glared at him, "My name is not gonzo."

"Enough." The eldest oni raised his head, looking down on Kazama as he sat in his seat closest to him, "Why do you wear such ungodly clothes? Purple is a royal color, yes, but you look like a plum."

Kazama replaced the pipe in his mouth, frowning. This pipe was terrible; it gave the leaves a terrible flavor. There was no richness to this pipe, no character. Why had he purchased this? However, to avoid them from suspecting even more of his admiration of cranes, he decided to use one of his lesser-made pipes.

"And what is with that hair style of yours? You look like a sheep that needs to be sheered." It was then that the eldest oni paid heed to the woman sitting to his right. His eyes lit up with desire, "A woman Kazama? Have you finally set your sites on matrimony? She is so petite; do you think she can handle your ego?"

Kazama drawled a puff of smoke and looked at the eldest oni with dark intent, "Die."

The eldest oni addressed his next question to Chizuru. "Do you find him to your tastes? If you grow bored of him you may come to me." He grinned when he saw her cringe, "You shrivel at my words, but you are a beautiful porcelain doll even still." He showed her his teeth, "You are spirited I can tell."

"She is a servant, Father." Kazama gaze narrowed as his father and his eyes locked in a deadly battle.

Chizuru looked at Kazama quickly. She should have recognized that grin. She should have seen the blonde hair of the same shade, but different cropping.

He laughed wickedly, "They are the best to play with. They can do nothing but take what you dish them. Your mother served me well. Very, very well; she still serves me well. Do not overlook the importance of your servants, for they provide the greatest pleasure." Kazama's father rested his right hand on his cheek in a manner exactly like Kazama only opposite, and lost all sarcastic undertones, "To call me father now seems pointless. You wish I were never your father. Besides, it is not as if I like calling you my son. You cannot even secure yourself a mate. If it were I, I would have already mated. In fact, I was mated by your age. You do not want to be bested by your _father _do you?"

Kazama squeezed his pipe. He heard the crunch and released it—it fell to the ground in pieces. He righted himself carefully and stood up. His father laughed at him, "What, no sly comment? You are pathetic. A fool. A worthless oni. You cannot even make your father proud. You are nothing to me; learn your place. I am amazed you could even secure this castle for yourself. Remember when I did everything for you? You were as useless then—no—I correct myself: you were worth something then. Now, however, you are useless."

The two other oni snickered at Kazama's plight. If there was one thing that shook Kazama's calm reserve it was his father. They basked in the hate. It was beautiful. Kazama's father threw a cup at Chizuru's feet, "Fill it up." He looked at his son to gauge his expression. Kazama was wreathing, and he enjoyed every second of his son's torturous pain. This was what gave him such a thrill. His son was a beautiful thing to destroy because he thought himself so high up he could not be brought down. He made sure to take him down and rip him from his throne every time he saw him. One day he did not doubt his son would kill him but he kept that masked fear to himself. He feared his son more than any oni because he was becoming stronger than he was by the second: he could see it. He may have been mated at his age, but he had not secured his future for himself until one hundred years later. Kazama had done that much sooner than him, and it made him furious. His anger boiled over. He could not express the hate that poured for his son. He hated him for being everything he could not be. Yet, as he watched Kazama grip his fists tightly, he could not help but feel uncharacteristic pity for bearing things he was too young to handle.

"You're pitiful." He watched Chizuru pour him a cup with shaking hands. She was weak like a human, and smelled of them. He grinned slyly, how befitting that his son should wish to keep a woman who would pity him, and indulge him in romantic ideas. Yet he wanted her in his possession. She looked to be like glass: smooth and untainted. She was not picked but a blossoming flower. He did not want anyone to mistake his intentions. He did not wish to mate with her, no; his wife was plenty for him. What he wanted was to tarnish this flower, tear it to shreds, and watch it wither at his feet. He wanted to prove he was mighty, and a delicate flower was the perfect object to show how far above he was to them all.

Kazama's father snorted a laugh when he felt the cool bite of steel on his neck, "You really are a fool." The other two watched with eager anticipation and delight. They made no motion to help Kazama's father. Even if he was to be slain by Kazama they would not care. They associated with him because he was powerful; they did not treasure his friendship nor were they loyal to him.

Chizuru looked up at Kazama and shrunk back inwardly at his expression. It was devoid of all emotion, but the deadly gaze in his eyes was something she feared. The beast she had seen lurking behind Kazama's eyes was barking in its cage—he had the gaze of a monster. A monster who would do all it could to survive, to be, to exist. This was the Kazama to truly fear: the one who let loose his true inner demons.

Kazama's father nonchalantly pushed the blade away. "You are too young to be playing with sharp objects." He closed his eyes when the sword returned to his neck. He narrowed his eyes slightly when his son came face to face with him, the sword being pushed deeper into his throat, "She is not to be sullied by your hands. Find yourself another doll to break under your feet." He pushed the sword further to where it drew blood.

"Leave; I no longer seek your company."

His father pushed the blade away again and stood. He did not even bat an eyelash at the display. Turning, he walked away, the two elder oni following slowly behind still relishing every moment. Before being escorted through the large crane doors Kazama's father paused, putting his hands in his kimono sleeves, "She is like a crane on a crisp morning: she drinks at the lake but does not stir even when the dogs surround her to bloody her wings with their fangs. She is a crane only destined to bring bad luck to those who gaze upon her or dwell within her wings embrace."

He continued to walk away, "She is perfect for the dog that does not slit her throat but drinks at the lake with her for he has come to love her beauty. He is fierce in flesh but weak in mind. You two are like flames, destined to burn each other until there is nothing left but dust."

With that, Kazama's father and the two elder oni left.

Kazama threw his sword at Hozin to sheath, his composer dwindling quicker by the moment. The wind howled and bit at Kazma's hair as though it acknowledged his hate.

"You are the fool."

Chizuru could not help but close her eyes in sadness and in worry. The bond between father and son was something that could never be replaced. She saw a father who feared his son. Yes, she could see it. To his son he blew hostility because he was a coward. Moreover, she saw a son who was being bitten by his own fangs. It was in this moment when Chizuru saw that the greatest monster here was not the ones that shifted on the surface. She gazed at Kazama with anguish—but the ones that dwelled deep inside.

-  
>I do not know if Kazama's parents are still alive, I doubt they are, but they play an important role in this story. I researched to see if I could find anything mentioning them but found nothing so I made Kazama's father based on my own feelings of what he would be like.<p> 


	5. The Strength Only the Trees Know

**Crane Wings on Windows**  
><em>Chapter Five — The Strength Only the Trees Know<br>_NEW as of February 2015

This chapter has some significant edits. Mainly what has changed is the pacing I will be moving in their "love" relationship. I thought that it was developing a little too quickly in certain ways and thus reassessed what I wanted them to gain from this chapter and those that will come after.

* * *

><p>"<em>Disarm you with a smile<br>And leave you like they left me here  
>To wither in denial<br>The bitterness of one who's left alone.  
>Oh, the years burn.<em>

_I used to be a little boy_  
><em>So old in my shoes;<em>  
><em>And what I choose is my voice.<em>  
><em>What's a boy supposed to do?<em>  
><em>The killer in me is the killer in you.<em>  
><em>My love,<em>  
><em>I send this smile over to you."<em>

"Disarm," by The Civil Wars

* * *

><p>"Remove the make-up from your face."<p>

She startled at the sound of his voice. That was the first thing he had said ever since his father and the other two oni had left. After the whole ordeal he had ordered Chizuru to follow him to his room. She still did not know why seeing as he had since said nothing or done anything that required her assistance. He just sat on his bed looking at the wall behind his headboard. He had his feet curled near his butt, and he had his head resting in his left hand, his body turned from her. Constantly she would glance up from her sitting position to see if he had stirred. Never once had he moved. She feared she would be permanently fixed to the floor as he had not dismissed her from his presence; nor had he even acknowledged her existence. She was worried about him. He may not be the greatest of people but he did not deserve such harsh words, especially not from his father.

Now, as he turned his head slightly to look back at her, she saw it briefly: torture. He was dwelling on what had transpired. She may not be a strong oni, but if she had become good at one thing: it was seeing the expressions in eyes. Eyes were like pictures: they said everything without saying anything. Albeit, she was not as good at this as others were, but she saw more than she let on. He must have been suffering extremely because she could actually read the pain in his eyes. She wondered if he was even aware that it was there in his eyes. She wondered if it even registered to Kazama that his eyes revealed something deeper than maybe even he knew about.

"Did you hear me?" he sat up and gracefully slid off his bed. Turning away from her, Chizuru just barely saw his hands pull his kimono closer together. She surmised it had fallen open more than he had wanted and was fixing it; that, or he was trying to distract himself from the matters at hand. She was not sure if she was reading too much into his actions any more since she did not know him very long. She guessed she was making assumptions based on how she personally would have felt. She would have wanted to been distracted and alone as well. Snapping out of her daze she bowed low, "Yes, I heard my Lord and I shall do as he wishes."

Running a hand through his hair, he turned to her; his face was as cold as steel and his eyes had returned to their stern and hard gaze: the gaze that was assessing every moment and thinking in advance of how he was to react. Chizuru pushed up from her hands that rested on the ground and looked at him approach her, nervousness quaking within her. He reached down and pulled her main clip from her hair just as she closed her eyes. Chizuru looked down at her hands, unsure what to make of that. She had thought he was going to strike her for not responding quickly enough.

"You look like a plastic figure. I hate plastic figurines." She felt her hair tumble down her back as he pulled two long pins from her top bun. He stood up straight and tossed them onto his bed, "You are too plain." Chizuru assumed she was allowed to remove the other pieces and slowly lifted her hands to her head to remove the cords and last few ornaments. When he made no motion to stop her she continued removing what he had left unfinished. She looked up at him and coyly smiled at him, "I thank my Lord for allowing me to do this."

"I do not do this for your satisfaction; I do it because I hate looking at you with all that crud on your face and hair." He waved his right hand to the sliding doors that were across from his main doors, "You have permission to remove the make-up from your face in my bathroom. I would dismiss you but I have a use for you afterwards." She removed the final piece from her hair and nodded, standing gracefully and bowing to him before sliding open the door and entering.

She looked at herself in the mirror and frowned. She hated wearing so much make-up. She tended to wear none at all, but if she did wear any: she only wore a little bit to give a natural beauty. However, as Chizuru washed the make-up off with water, she could not stop the smile from forming on her face. She was grateful to Kazama for allowing her to go back to being herself, no matter how much he denied it was not for her satisfaction, she still got great pleasure out of the deal. She appreciated his kind gesture though she did not doubt he had done it because looking at her painted face reminded him of what happened but a few hours earlier. Still, she rather liked this Kazama that seemed more quiet and thoughtful despite his voice still being cold and distant. As she thought longer she realized that the only true evil Kazama had done unto her was buying her as a servant. He had not abused her physically. It was true that his words could be less than cordial and seemed an attempt to rile her or to break her spirit. Yet, still she was here unscathed by him and allowed to wear fine clothes and, in the end, be as she preferred to be: simple. Chizuru began washing her face harder, chiding herself for how long she had spent dwelling on something that, at the moment, did not matter. Besides, she was still unsure of what to make of Kazama, despite all of his talk and aloof behavior. She exited the bathroom quickly when she had finished removing all the paint from her face.

As she glanced around the room, she did not see Kazama anywhere. She concluded he must have left to go fetch his real pipe, as he broke his other one. Suddenly, she felt a hand pull her hair up and swirl it around before she felt a large pin clasp her hair in place. Quickly the hands moved from her head and she turned to see Kazama walking to the left of her with his hands in his kimono sleeves.

"Don't leave your mouth agape, you look like a fish." He turned back to her slightly and grinned deviously, "Do not tell me you have become enamored by my charms? You would be a pitiful oni if you already gave your feelings away to someone such as I. Especially considering the roles in which we play."

Her shocked face dropped into a perplexed one, a frown forming. Did he treat all of his servants like this? Why did he think she was enamored with his charms when she was simply shocked he had styled her hair? Was it not he who said that he did not claim to be kind? Yet here he was allowing her to rinse off her face and he even did something she hardly expected. She was beginning to think he was messing with her as another game to be played, but the way he had said his previous words…it made him sound like he meant it as a threat, or a warning. She was at a loss. How should she react to such a gesture? What should be her response? He was giving her conflicting emotions. He wasn't particularly nice but clearly he wasn't entirely evil either. No, despite the monster lurking, Chizuru had been witness just moments prior a strange form of kindness and a restoration of dignity and honor.

Kazama observed her expression and smiled wickedly, she took his words as a threat, or possibly a warning. He rather enjoyed that she thought that. He picked up his favorite pipe from his table and lounged on his bed again this time facing Chizuru. She was entirely too serious, he thought in an aloof manner. She was plain, boring, serious, and too sporadic with her emotions. Of course, he was guilty of being serious, but certainly, he had a dry sarcasm that she should have surely recognized by now. On the other hand, was it too early to think everyone should be excited to know as much about him as he was? She had, after all, only been in his service for two days. He grinned like a cat, this girl was giving his brain much to think about; she was useful for more than just toying with and honing his wit: she was good at giving his brain some philosophical considerations.

"Do you take everything as a threat or is it just because you are threatened by me?"

When she snapped out of her stupor, he motioned for her to sit to his left. When she climbed the steps and sat beside his bed on the ground he brought the pipe to his lips and looked at her with such a lazy loll, Chizuru could not identify the look as anything other than a snake's lazy slither. It was hiding more than it let on and loved to give the impression it was a defenseless creature yet could move quickly, and at deadly accuracy, when it needed to. Although, as Chizuru studied him, he had no qualms signaling that he was a dangerous individual. In fact, she knew he wanted to give off the expression of slowness just to prove he could and that he had a control that went beyond what any human or weaker oni could accomplish. He had great power and such a determination to exist that it was amazing he had only set his sights on the land he currently owned. She imagined he would have had little problem destroying cities for his own gain and quest at power. But then again, maybe that was not ultimately what he wanted. He was older than her, and had clearly lived for a decent amount of time—he could have amassed such a force years ago, especially when Japan was in the state of rebellion just a year or two earlier. She sighed; thinking about these things was beginning to tire her out. She was not use to trying to analyze a person's motives and character so often.

After a long moment she realized she had never answered him and he was still watching her silently, clearly expecting an answer at some point. She was amazed he was being so patient but Chizuru realized once again that Kazama seemed more prone to thoughtful, and quiet, moments than he originally let on. He may hold immense power but he was rather lax with it, truth be told. But did she find him threatening?

"I do not find you threatening." She was telling a half-truth, she realized. She really did not find him threatening on the surface once she realized that the Kazama beside her was truly more of an intellectual man by nature. Yet some of the things she saw deep within him scared her and not only that, sometimes when he did look at her with a predatory gaze, as though bidding his time before he lashed at her, she felt weak beneath that wilting gaze. Though she thought it a bit early to say for certain, he did seem to have a moral standard, or at least a rigid code, that he followed and fought for to the bitter end. Seeing him interact with his father proved that, if for nothing else than his pride, he was willing to protect those under his castle and service. He seemed to stand firmly for what he deemed was right to protect. Moreover, he may have the look of an aloof, distant oni, but it was clear that on some level he wielded a fervent passion. Maybe it truly was only a burning desire to rule and be seen as powerful, but it was there, if only hinted at. However, she saw buried deep within him too, a resentment that could be his death if he continued to let it grow. It was festering beneath his skin and it was clear that if he did not fight off those demons soon: they would devour him completely. That, Chizuru felt, was more threatening than his heavy aura and chilling demeanor.

He let his eyes narrow at her words, "Why then, am I not?"

She hesitated before she spoke. She had to be careful how she proceeded. Just because he hadn't killed her or wounded her yet did not mean he couldn't, or wouldn't, in the future.

"Because you make it seem like you are deadly when in fact, you really are not that frightening at all. You seem more like a man who doesn't know if he should bite of another's hand when extended to him or simply swat it away and ignore it." She assumed she was allowed to speak frankly with him, but she was not sure. She felt it best to just tell him upfront that she knew he wanted to make people think he was menacing when in fact he had to be a mask, right? She was beginning to doubt herself more and more with each passing second.

She did not expect to have a hand clasp around her neck and lift her off the ground. She grasped at the hand and looked at him with horror. He was going to kill her! By this time, he had stood to his full height on the cold floor. The look she saw in his eyes was of determination and of a fierce killer.

"I find it funny you wish to talk to me about not being frightened when I am not the one withering in the grasp of a stronger oni with a look of fear for her life." He looked her deep in the eyes so much Chizuru felt he was prodding deep within her person, tearing through her soul to find something; what that was, Chizuru hardly had the time to contemplate.

"I offer you no comfort, nor will I sit by and let you make a mockery of my name!" He dropped her and he closed his eyes so she could not read his eyes. If she had been thinking properly she might have thought he was trying to cool his temper. But Chizuru was too busy gasping for air and rapidly running her hands over her throat as though by grasping at her neck it would bring the air back into her lungs quicker.

"Make my bath, I feel unclean."

Chizuru slapped a hand down on the floor, the sound strangely loud, and glared at him, "You speak as though you are frightening but you are not—not for the reasons you believe! I look at you with horror because you are like an animal that puffs itself up to seem deadly but in fact are nothing more than a weasel, trying to hide itself in a badger's skin. You may strike like a snake, but you do not have its reserve. If you truly wanted to frighten me you wouldn't have chocked me just to prove you have power over me." Chizuru looked down at her knees in shock; where did that come from? She closed her eyes; she knew the blow would come. He would kill her and put her horns up with the other oni he so merciless killed. Again she felt she was probably wrong, that he was probably just toying with her until he felt the perfect moment to end it all.

"It seems…" she looked up at him to see him with his head turned away from her, "you have finally found your back-bone." His expression registered blankness but he had a gaze that pierced the heavens, "Do not forget that anger: for it is this passion that leads you through the desert and down to the sea."

She clutched the floor, enthralled by his eyes that seemed to be dwelling on something beyond her. When he turned from her, she followed him with her eyes. She could not stop her wandering. She wanted to keep looking at him. This man was a mystery. He choked her and then commended her for her anger when she told him what she really felt? Her heart was racing in both the anxiety and fear but also in some strange form of understanding. What was this feeling truly? She tried to burn a hole through Kazama's back in the hopes it would provide her with the answer to his words. Why would he say such things to her? Yet, she sought to hear more of his words. Why did he think that way? Why was he trying to prove his strength to the world yet at the same time seek to raise up those who stood against him? It was clear he had the power to bring her great pain. He had finally harmed her physically. He had finally caved into what she had expected of him. Yet her judgments seemed to also not make it far enough, or could not fathom the words after her outburst. But, he had been the first to coax out of her true, unadulterated thoughts. It was not as though up to this point she had been dishonest but it was true that all of her doubts about him and the sometimes distant ire were never spoken. She kept those within her and easily set them aside to try and be nice. But was she truly being nice to herself for not dealing with why she was so upset with him? He had brought out of her just one of her deep feelings about what was going on. In a way, he had helped her gain something she had never really felt she needed.

Maybe, after her family's death, she became the true monster. She had desired to survive but that was all she had been doing—surviving. She was living but she realized she was not truly living. She was being nice because she felt it was right but she never truly analyzed why that was so. And here comes someone who causes her to be undecided about; he split her into two halves and dug up from within her the need to be passionate about something. Even, it seemed, if it was to hate him or yell at him he had forced her to fight for something—her life and a belief. It made her realize just how much she needed that wake up call. Though, she would have much rather not have been chocked. She still had her issues with him and just because he had allowed her a glimpse into herself did not mean she forgave him of all his transgressions against her.

But she could not also deny that Kazama had been the first to try to make her really think about her beliefs and amidst the pain and terrible words, it seemed it was a genuine attempt at making her hone her own mind. His swaying reactions made her constantly unsure of her assessments and judgments on them and yet also made her fully aware he was just as bad as he seemed. Why was he seeking to destroy her and yet build her up? What was the true motive?

Yet she caved under the pressure of too many intense emotions. She was thinking too quickly. She was still in a panic over what he had done. She couldn't process correctly. Why was she so weak that she could not even decipher her own feelings or defend her own life? Why? Why? Why? She fell upon her hands in a final act of despair. She was at war with herself still.

'_My dear Chizuru, you will find that in your life there are people who are strong, and people who are weak. Man may be weak in body but they are strong in spirit. They carry with them the hearts of all people, all races, and all things. They shoulder all things and yet live their short lives in ways that no oni could ever hope to accomplish. Do not let any man or oni tell you that man is weak. For their definition of weak is folly. True weakness is when you do not have the courage to face the greatest monster of all: yourself. True weakness is when you think strength of body is all that commands respect. Folly is it to think that life is made up of only strong men, and men that let strong men control them. The world is deep, my daughter. The sun shines on all men—not just one. The world is full of people who are strong in body, but trees do not survive on the strength of their branches, but by the strength of what is not seen. They are strong by the roots that they spread deep, deep in the ground. _

_So do not think yourself weak just because you are not physically strong. For I see something that resonates a strength much deeper that no man can take away. When life seeks to destroy you, you will know of what I speak. Your strength lies in your faith in people. Your strength lies in your moral convictions. Your strength lies in the very fact that when life tells you to give up, you stand taller to show life that you are more than this. _

_There will come a day when a man brings to you a desire to live. A passion that not even you can search for. This man sees in you that strength Chizuru, and he will be the one who will see the strength that you yourself are blind to. He may bring to you great pain but do not be afraid. This man will be both the bane of your aches and the soother to them. Prove to this man that you are that which he sees deep within your bones. Prove to him that you are worth his protection.' _

She closed her eyes as she remembered her father reaching to clap his hands on her shoulders, _'Prove to him that you are the strength he needs to make it through the desert and down to the sea.'_

She knew in that moment one thing was certain: that this oni, her lord that stood so far away from her, was to become a double-edged sword.

'_You will become the light he seeks to protect in the heart of his darkness. Do not forget this Chizuru. Do not forget this.'_

* * *

><p>The last part was rather long, but I do not want Chizuru to be physically strong. No, her strength lies far deeper than skin deep. I think people tend to not like Chizuru because she cannot really defend herself physically. To me, while it is good to know how to defend yourself, what would be the point for Saito, or Okita, or Hijikata, or Sano, or Shinpachi, or Heisuke if she could defend herself with the conviction that they had? No, Chizuru is a strength that I think, if you really think about it, is something they wish to protect. She is a strength that they themselves could never reach.<p>

That is what I see in Chizuru, and that, above all else, is why I love Chizuru so much because she is not useless. She gives these men something worth protecting. If I could find strength like Chizuru's: I too would do all that I could to protect that.


	6. What We May Yet Be

**Crane Wings on Windows**  
><em>Chapter Six — What We May Yet Be<em>  
>NEW as of February 2015<p>

_This chapter has major edits in the form of additions (and some subtractions)_. Now, it may be misleading when I say "major" as though I added entirely new sections or just mish-mashed things, but it would be more accurate to think of these additions as expansions on the true core of the story. I really re-worked this chapter towards the end to deliver, in my mind, a much more satisfying, cohesive, and visceral progression. I found the original idea too flimsy so I beefed it up by exposing the entire reason things fall the way they do by the end of the chapter (and beyond).

I had originally thought about re-working the entire premise from where this chapter tries to launch but realized I do still want to take that angle for greater character development in the later chapters when things begin to shift. For that shift to be much more relevant—this chapter, the cornerstone, needed a much solider foundation which I believe was ultimately successful. Please be aware that my vagueness is more for new readers than old, taking into account that saying what it is up here would I believe ruin it for when it is revealed down below.

_Update as of Feb. 28 2015:_ I fixed the surname problem in the latter half of the story. It may seem weird he refers to "his family name" as Kazama when he is called that but look at chapter one for why this is so.

* * *

><p>"<em>We know what we are, but not what we may be.<em>" –William Shakespeare

* * *

><p>"Do you really think that was necessary?" she turned to face him only to be glared down upon by her partner.<p>

"My _son_ should hold his tongue; he got what was coming to him." He looked away when he saw his wife's face. She always burdened him with guilt. He just barely smothered his desire to speak more on the subject in much harsher terms.

"You should hold your tongue," was her reply: sharp and accusing. "You speak as if you taught him a lesson, when he is teaching you lesson after lesson just by living. You may not care about your son, but I do." She stole a glance at the moon that danced through their window, "I love my Kazama so."

"You love him because you bore him, nothing more. It seems peculiar that you suddenly feel like acting like a mother when you were worse than I was when he was a child. Yet, he loves you. Pathetic. You are both like dogs without fangs, cats without claws, birds without wings."

She rose from her seat and let her eyes glow red, "Enough of you dancing around the truth. If I was harsh to that boy it was because he needed it. What have you done to him to make him love you? What have you done." He closed his eyes and gritted his teeth—her last statement was not reflecting but accusing. What had he done? He had proven he was a coward, who was cornered and was barking, but lacked the bite to do anything but make noise. His frown deepened, however, when he thought of her tone towards him. She was defining him more and more each day with her bitterness and hate.

"I go to him on the morrow." She was back to sitting by the window, looking off into the distance. He broke the teacup in his hands.

"He will be the death of us all."

She looked on in sadness; she knew her son did not love her with selfless love. He loved her because it made his father mad. She did not deserve his love just as much as her husband did. She claimed her love to be because Kazama needed her, but really, he never needed her. All the more she hated him because he was proof that she was never to go back to her former life. She was stuck with a husband who did not love her and a son who would have rather seen them dead. Her life was so twisted in knots; she could not remember what it was like to be free of torment and anguish. She could not remember what it was to look up at the crisp, clear moon and bask in its soothing light. However, years of living without her son made her regret not seeing him. Deep, deep in her core was a stirring of something foreign, of something strange—a heart. She did not love Kazama selflessly like a true mother but greedily. However, as she looked back to the cool moon shining despite the bleakness of the night, the trees still wet from the rain, she knew Kazama accepted her selfish love. He accepted it because it was as close to true love as he had ever experienced. How twisted their lives were.

She collapsed on her forearms, letting them support her head. She could not look at the moon anymore for it hurt her eyes with its accusatory gleam.

How twisted she had made their son.

As she wept silently, she knew Kazama was going to be the death of her; but maybe it was time to let go. She was so tired, worn down, and rugged.

Tomorrow she would go to her death: she could feel it.

* * *

><p>He pulled his kimono together before running a hand through his freshly damp hair. It seemed his whole family was to pay him a visit this week: first his father and now his mother. He glanced back at the small painting of her on his dresser. She smiled in that picture, but it was a smile of deceit rather than happiness. He did not question why he still had the picture. She had given it to him many years ago and he had never taken the time to remove it from his vicinity. It lingered around him like a death shroud.<p>

He took no pleasure in seeing his mother, just as he took no pleasure in seeing his father. Both were twisted, his mother in darker ways than his father. However, she fed him, bathed him, quieted his tears, and comforted him in the later years of his life in her own selfish way. If nothing else, he would honor those moments for the moments soon to come.

"Lord Kazama, your mother is already at the castle; she seeks your audience."

He looked over his shoulder at Hozin. "Send Chizuru to serve her—you have dressed her as I instructed?"

"Yes mi'lord."

"You are dismissed."

Hozin rose from his kneeling position. Before he left, he laid his lord's crane pipe on his dresser.

* * *

><p>"Where is my son?"<p>

"Milady, I do not know where the lord is at present. However, I am sure he is making his way to us as we speak." Hozin wanted to wipe the sweat from his brow as Kazama's mother stared straight through him. However, she let it go, and turned to the woman bowed before her, decked head to toe in red. She sighed quietly; her son was testing her patience.

"Child, I heard of your employment from my husband. What is your name?"

"Chizuru." Chizuru closed her eyes tightly, waiting for the questioning to be over, even before it begun. This woman was beautiful; she could see where Kazama got his ethereal looks from, and his love of red, white, and gold. His mother wore those colors beautifully. Her beauty, however, hinted of a much more dangerous beauty further in. Chizuru was not afraid of beauty but rather she was afraid of the beauty that seemed falsified by dark motives or the eyes that hid malcontent behind them. Such beautiful women were just as the snake is to its prey. So it was that Chizuru got such a feeling from Kazama's mother. However, there was no denying that her entire appearance was the perfect depiction of the ideal woman. Against such a woman Chizuru found herself small indeed, even if she did not envy the darkness hidden just below the surface. Was this woman really a servant to Kazama's father? As she searched her mind, she realized it must be so, as it seemed Kazama's father only collected beautiful things, things appealing to the eye, rather than the soul. It was just as her father had said those years ago.

Her dear father…

Kazama's mother closed her eyes delicately and with purpose, "So you see through me. I would expect nothing less from a woman who has survived my son's reign for more than one day in his inner keep. He would not keep you meaninglessly or simply for sport, though that would be appealing in his mind nonetheless. My husband does not give you enough credit." she sipped the tea the girl had poured earlier and sighed inwardly, mulling over things that brought her here.

After a long pause, Chizuru took a chance and looked up at the woman, unsure of what to make of the words she had said. Chizuru looked away when she saw the woman looking right at her.

Kazama's mother's eyes narrowed briefly and her eyes flashed. A chill came over the air to such a noticeable degree that Chizuru rubbed her arms in the hopes of becoming warm from the sudden chill. Chizuru looked around for the source but it was gone just as quickly as it had be brought into existence, not suspecting that Kazama's mother herself was the one bringing forth such deep-rooted frost. Kazama's mother looked down at Chizuru with more passive eyes, a fake smile on her face, a look of pretend companionability.

"Am I wrong to assume you see through me or are you too prideful to speak to me because you play my son like a fiddle?" Kazama's mother threw the teacup on its plate less gently than she picked it up, its complaint in the form of a 'clink' as the bottom of the teacup met the top of the plate. Kazama's mother sought to test this girl and gauge her reactions based on her responses. Yet it was clear this girl was truly starting to irk her with her innocent, pitiful behavior. Who was she to think herself so humble and pure?

Chizuru sat upright at the irritation in Kazama's mother's voice and bowed her head trying to will the words to come out of her mouth, but all she found was her voice decided to give out on her.

"I am not to be played by any woman nor fiddled by their hands. Do not assume that because she is living means she has broken me. Neither, mother, is it kind to tease my new servant recklessly."

Kazama's mother rose and smiled.

Chizuru frowned to herself. _Fake._

Kazama pulled his kimono together in a way to distract himself from his mother's rancorous falsity. He could berate his father and threaten him ceaselessly but his mother knew how to strike him deeper, and more like an oni than his father ever would. His mother toyed with his emotions, and if anyone was playing his strings mercilessly—it was she. In this moment, she smiled at him as if she was warm, and kind, when in reality she was an embittered, acrid, demanding, and seductive. In no ways would she ever be compared to the mothers of Edo or the affection found more often in humans than onis. She got her way by charm and charm alone. Her wit had only one purpose: to achieve dominance over its target. Her eyes said everything. Her face spread into joyous declarations but her eyes showed her malevolence and her wanting to control his life even while he was grown. Kazama was many things, and he had a knack for being a man of equality: he treated the women just as shoddily as he treated the men. However, if there was one thing he was not, it was a man to trample on peoples who at one time or another kept him safe. They did not have to love him, they did not have to feed him nor clothe him, care for him, or comfort him. Only protect him—even if for selfish means—and in the end he would honor such an act.

"Why do you not embrace your mother? You have not seen me in such a long time."

Kazama ignored her initially and sat in the chair beside her, frowning slightly when he thought of how much better it would be if he were resting on his pillows or if he was all alone up here in this space. He felt separate from the world here and it was only in his departure from the pathetic lives that he could be truly at peace—home. For many more moments he was still and silent, his mind thinking to other things that would need doing by the day's end or merely contemplating how the trees seemed animated after spring rain. His eyes read lethargic disinterest in what his mother had to say and even she could not see the longing behind his eyes to be alone and apart. But power could not be achieved from distance and so he kept his gaze fixed to the mountains beyond as though to catch sight of his aspirations in their tall peaks, and said to his mother in a dispassionate tone, "Because you are not the mother of mortals. I hold no allegiance to you beyond that you birthed me and provided me with protection."

Kazama's mother had sat back down, a glower in her eyes though she remained silent. She looked at Chizuru who went to rise to serve Kazama the tea she had only moments ago served her. But Kazama paid Chizuru only a cursory glance before waving his hand, bringing his hand to his cheek after the motion, "I do not seek my solace in tea this morning nor do I suspect I will find any comfort in you, mother." He looked at his mother slowly, analyzing her expressionless eyes that matched his calculating ones. He remained passive at her display and looked back out at the trees. She did not fool him as she once did with her emotionless stares and porcelain skin cracking under the pressure of too many false identities.

Chizuru backed up after having been told by Kazama to disregard pouring him his tea, and looked between the two before kneeling down in-between them, facing them. She folded her hands in her lap unsure of what to do. Chizuru snuck a glance at Kazama's mother while they were both busy looking out at the scenery before them. She looked broken, cracking. The way her eyes seemed to sag just slightly in an unvoiced burden that Chizuru had missed at her first glance. Chizuru was so enamored by her deviant beauty that she must have missed what had begun lurking behind her eyes.

Every word that Kazama had spoken was like the slow process of removing every vital organ in her body. That was clear just in the way she sat—rigid and demure but with an off-putting manner, as in an attempt to detach herself from the conversations. Yet in the end it seemed more than something as simple as that—Kazama's mother was killing herself with her own actions. Chizuru saw in this woman a darkness not unlike Kazma's, deep, but dangerously close to surfacing; it was clear she was becoming desperate even as she said nothing and sat perfectly straight and still.

Ultimately, this woman seemed to be putting on a façade she had no idea how to portray. This woman was no mother; she acted more like an on-looker, observing from a distance what a mother was but simply mimicking a mother did not entail that she would be truly motherly. Mothers were instinctive, cunning in different ways, and in-tune to their children in ways father's nor friends, lovers, or colleagues could comprehend. Mothers were more than simply an arranged set of motions and words spoken. Chizuru knew this because she had seen it, felt it, and it was nothing like this. Like this…this…selfishness; this cold-hearted distance. Some mother's, Chizuru knew, loved for darker reasons than others, stayed by their children's side for different reasons than some, but this woman displayed confusion above all else. She tried to fit into a skin she could not understand. So, the question was, Chizuru pondered, why was she trying so hard to be something she, dare she think it, despised?

The looming silence was breached with three simple words that would set forth a cataclysm of destruction and ruin upon not only Kazama's domain, but his father's as well.

"So be it." Kazama's mother turned to look at her son, something deep within her snapping down to the marrow. She had decided that she would play her trump card. If he was to be this way, well, then he would have to learn painfully what it was to mess with someone such as her.

Kazama's eyes grew darker; she was plotting, and planning. She had not come on a whim, and she may chalk it up to be his fault, but he knew that wasn't the case. She would not point something this trivial out unless it meant something, but what? He had said nothing beyond what past conversations had led them—into a mutual disregard for the other.

"Your father wanted you to have this."

Kazama's interest was piqued now. His father, give him something? If it was not a death sentence then he knew not what his father would seek to give to him. He would not say he was curious, because his father was but a tool to be used towards his end goal and anything he would give to him would be ill unto him, but it was true that something about this spoke of something even he could not ignore or swat away.

He glanced over when she passed a letter his way. Breaking the wax seal, he read its contents slowly, taking in what was written line by line. Whatever lied in this letter was of an unknown significance. As he continued to read he gripped the paper tightly and gritted his teeth. Indeed it was something profoundly stupid but so infuriating that he could not even find humor in the situation. Such a low blow he might have expected from those trying to scheme against him but even he could not imagine his father, or most likely his mother, to enact such ruin upon his head because of pettiness. Squabbles and bickering were for mortals. Dignity, honor, loyalty—these were of the oni. These were of his people. But this…_this_ spoke of treachery, a breach of their code.

One did not have to like another oni to follow this code. He followed it only because honor was something he held in high esteem. Yes, he killed oni, but only those that he felt broke that sacred code, unwritten in physical form but nonetheless a rule that permeated throughout their society. It was the core that dictated what an oni's response to the world was—it was their unbreakable center that once destroyed would leave them but hollow versions of their mighty selves. Such dignity would be stripped of them and they would be no more than tainted creatures as wretched as men to walk the earth knowing of what they once had been and could never again be.

If it had been in any other circumstance he would have simply laughed and ignored the letter, even if it did raise his ire regarding the pride of oni's. But this letter was sealed with the binding right of his clan—it was family leader forcing upon another his will. Such was not used unless in desperate times and for this letter to have such a seal inside meant that Kazama, unless he forfeited his life, must obey the commands. Despite being more influential and powerful than his father and the active member of their family, he still did not carry the seal that bound other oni to him. It was true that the seal itself was worthless unless the oni it was given to knew what honor was and what loyalty to the bonds of familial ties signified. It did not matter in the end whether a father despised his son or if a mother tortured her children—once the seal was set then the other oni would bow before it, unwaveringly loyal to what it meant for their people as a whole.

Yet it had been abused by his father to enact a punishment that seemed ridiculously arbitrary. They had ruffled each other's feathers before, it was a part of their relationship. He may one day kill his father to take his name as head of his family, since his father would not bequeath the title willingly, but he was loyal to his father's name nonetheless. That was why the mate he would choose was to be of the best and of the greatest stock that he believed would forward true prominence and power of the Kazama namesake. It was his birthright to see the land of his family prosper and grow into a strong nation of warriors. Yet what lied before him proved to strike in him a blow he could never have ever dreamed, even from his father who was the king of cowards. His father was inhibiting the true potential of his kingdom for something as petty as this. What had changed the game? Something had moved on the chess board that was an unseeable opportunity for his father and mother to grasp and bring him down because they could not physically seek his destruction. No, they were too cowardly for that, and in the end, they knew what he meant to their line.

He re-read the letter a second and third time and each time a new wave of rage rushed through him. It was building and building into a gale-forced storm. They were destroying his families honor with their very own hands. He needed to know why and he needed to know if this could be reversed. He looked to his mother and it was in that moment where for the first time in a long time her true nature showed through her masks. Her grin was not big but it was so full of revenge and malice that it was enough for Kazama to know who had truly wielded the strings behind this letter.

Chizuru up to this point had been watching Kazama's reaction but he had revealed nothing. However his posture had become extremely rigid and his silence seemed deathly. It was like a clam before a storm, such was the stillness that lingered in the air and in Kazama's eyes. When Kazama broke his gaze from the parchment crumpling in his hands, Chizuru followed Kazama's eyes to his mother, curious and stunned silent by what was transpiring. She did not understand what was going on but something terrible was being enacted before her. It was then that Chizuru looked at Kazama's mother with horror. She shuddered at the sheer force of that grin and of what it reminded her of—Kazama's father. He had given a similar grin when he had thought he had out-witted Kazama, his own son. But the grin he had given was nothing in comparison to the grin of Kazama's mother. No, this grin seemed to contain within it its own god-like power of sheer hatred.

Her voice again broke the silence but this time she did not hide the poison dripping from her words, her eyes flashing evilly. If the words before these were a signal of the ruin of the Kazama name then the words she spoke now were the dagger plunging into Kazama to seal the destruction of all that he had never believed could happen to him. In a way, it was because of his unwavering devotion to all that the oni were, and their honor code, that made such a blow possible. Kazama's mother was reviling in the moment of watching her plans finally come full circle.

"What you read is nothing but the truth and is what must transpire if you wish to still hold onto that life you so preciously cling to." She paused for just enough to drive home her point. "If you do not think me a mother then you had better start thinking of that girl as your wife."

"On what grounds are these orders placed and with such a seal?" He rose with such force and with such driving malice that when she raised herself up with him, her grin disappeared in an instant. Somehow, seeing him now with such hate in his eyes, now palpable for her to see made her begin to fear what she had done.

"Do you find it funny to toy with my oni pride, of _our_ pride?" His voice had raised itself from its cool detachment to a blazing fire. Something had snapped in Kazama and it was flowing freely now.

The wind began to pick up and the sound of rustling leaves became the backdrop to the war beginning.

Chizuru rose without thinking and backed away from the two. She felt nervous all of the sudden, fearful. Something was happening, something sinister. Whatever was written in that letter that cause his mother to grin like the devil and whatever had caused Kazama to start to raise his voice, was something dark indeed. She was confused as to why Kazama's mother had pointed at her. Wife? What wife? She was no one's wife. Besides, what was the meaning of all of this—what was going on? The only time she had heard Kazama raise his voice in anger was but a handful of times that could be counted even if she lack a few fingers. As she saw his eyes, oh his eyes, she began to guess why.

Kazama was in a rage like nothing she had seen in any creature. His blood was pumping and his heart was racing. He did not even try to hide it because he couldn't hide it. The deed that was done was something that could never be undone. In his hands, he held his future. The future he felt was the beginning of the downfall of his people.

"Did you play the creator of this scheme or did you play the snake on my father's shoulder, telling to him things he longed to hear? How did you convince him to seal this letter with our seal! Such a disgracious act I expect of mortals who fester in their own shit! This has no honor in it! For what petty purpose have _you_ forsaken our pride!" He was truly in a roar now and his mother stepped back once at the force of his ire.

But she did not let his ire stop her from coming to her own defense. She snapped back with just as much force, "If anything, I have been your savoir! Who paid attention to you when your father slapped your hand away? Who fed you? Who kept you alive when your father wanted you dead? It was me! Always it was me who bore your pains and cares as my own! _It was me_!"

It happened in an instant.

In a blink of an eye, Kazama had his mother in his grip, squeezing the life from her by her neck, the look in his eyes enough to silence a god.

"Enough of your whiny bullshit! _My savoir_?" He laughed bitterly. "You are my destruction!"

Kazama locked eyes with his mother—she was not even trying to struggle against him.

"You paid attention to me so you could prove to your peers you were a loving mother, you were the perfect wife. Yet, who was it that when I asked for their attention—they slapped me in the face and told me I was a wicked child born from sin and who should die for my selfishness to exist? Who has weaved lie after lie after lie to me in the hopes that I would kill myself, so you could be rid of the child who reminded you of the one thing you hate more than me—my father."

She looked towards the ceiling, losing oxygen. Her eyes were rolling in the back of her head. She gritted her teeth and opened her mouth, "I love you."

Kazama dropped her, his eyes turning a bright golden color. His mother looked at him with terror, unable to move as she watched his hair change colors, and his horns that were starting to show. He glared down his nose at her. What came before was absolute stillness.

"And I love you too."

Chizuru could not keep from screaming as she watched Kazama plunge his hand through his mother's heart, and watched in horror as it tore through her, to the other side. Blood, guts, and bone broke through and a splay of carnage sprayed behind his mother's figure and Kazama himself because of the sheer force of the blow. Chizuru could only watch as the woman who had been grinning so cunningly was now twitching and gasping desperately, her eyes so wide that it was amazing they were not rolling out of her eye sockets, digging her pristine nails into Kazama's arm that sealed her death.

But what truly caught Chizuru's attention was what became revealed in Kazama's mother's eyes, her dark pools exposing something that Chizuru could not help by shed a tear for—regret. What came next shocked Chizuru greatly: it was as though this woman's true feelings came rushing at her like a strong breeze. It clutched itself to Chizuru as though in a last ditch effort to find some form of understanding. _"Know me,"_ it whispered.

Chizuru could see it all. She could see the woman who came to break her son before he broke her. She had fooled them all. Chizuru had seen the dark side of her heart; she had seen the black pitch of her soul that veiled the inner workings of her heart. Chizuru never would have realized that even that dark veiling was in itself a façade, a mask to cover what hid even further in. It was true that Kazama's mother was clearly just playing that role, "mother." This woman could not comprehend the true shape of motherhood expect from its outward guise. Therefore, whatever had transpired in the years of Kazama's childhood was bleak, dank, and sinister. Both parents had used their son to fuel their own hatred, and loved him with devil love.

However, somewhere down the line one of these parents discovered something even more sinister and forbidden: a heart. This parent was full of regret, sadness, and longing. However, she did not even understand her heart herself for how can someone who has only flirted with evil understand how to walk in good without guidance? Chizuru saw in this mother's eyes, the eyes of a person trying desperately to be something they apparently were not able to be. She was trying to give her son the love he lacked. Whatever evil had come from her Chizuru recognized that there was still a deep core untainted by vice and it was this heart that tried to show through. Something had sealed away a love most rare but in the end it had not been enough, it had been corrupted and twisted so that not even the woman before them could understand from whence it came. And in the end it was regret that drove this mother to her ending.

Chizuru blinked, her body shaking. She looked at the paper that had caused this commotion in the first place, trying anything to distract herself from the terrible sight before her. Whatever was on that letter was Kazama's mother's last request. Her last battle for giving her son something neither had felt as children. It was her last act of her selfish love.

"I..I-"

For the first time in the seconds that had transpired, Kazama blinked and suddenly his horns were gone, and his hair was gold again. He breathed so heavily that his chest heaved in a noticeable way. His detached reserve and calm was gone and what remained was pure emotion. He looked at his mother's face. How she had survived was beyond any of them but as Kazama looked into her eyes, he knew she was only alive because she willed it. She was desperately trying to hold on to say something that was more important than death. How long had it been since he felt this? Regret. His eyes widened more than normal, and he spread his fingers so that the blood and carnage leaked from finger to finger like webs, slowly pooling to the floor in sloppy clumps.

As though a breath had been taken, tears began to fall down her face, blood pouring uncontrollably from her mouth, her sobs shaking her head in a violent tremor. She willed her right arm to move, reaching towards her son with desperation and hunger, "It is…for…my—_our—_oni pride that I-I did this." She was sucking in breath with each word and gargling blood as she spoke. It seemed as though she was going to stop speaking when she looked deeply into Kazama's eyes and gazed into her son's eyes one last time. "So shall it be written—" her voice cracked. A quiet scream etched through everyone's ears signaling her death. The hand that had been reaching to find her son amidst the pain dropped lifeless. Her body sagged against Kazama's hand and her head hovered over his arm no longer looking at him. Blood slowly began trailing from her open mouth to Kazama's forearm and her eyes were still opened in that wretched gaze of sorrow and regret.

That was what did it for Chizuru; that scream was everything: desperation, terror, fear, brokenness, selfishness, and ultimately—relief. The clawing on Kazama arm had ceased, the clouds hid the sun from view, but the birds had begun to sing in the morning air. Such calm reminded Chizuru that in the end nature did not recognize, nor honor, the passing of men and women. Under the sky all were exposed and in the end nature's twigs and rocks and dirt and roots would cover over man as though he had never been there to begin with. And so it was that on a clear spring day Kazama's mother passed into the world unknown but to which house was she to go? To whose home was she to travel?

And so—Chizuru wept. It could not be helped that part of her weeping was because of the shock but a larger much more significant portion of Chizuru's tears came as a result of witnessing the death of potential. She was witnessing, no matter what, the end of a life and in a way undignified and honorableness. It occurred to her that no one else would weep for this woman and that single thought alone was enough to fuel her crying. Chizuru's shaking hands snaked their way to her face and she dug her nails into her skin trying to hide the eyes that had seemed so distant and lonely.

* * *

><p>He closed his eyes for a moment, finishing what his mother had died trying to say, "So shall it be done."<p>

_What had he done? _

* * *

><p>Her body finally registered the desire to vomit. She turned around behind her and dry heaved all the while her tears still streaming down her face. Chizuru forced her body to stop shaking and to stop heaving up nothing. She directed her line of sight to Kazama when she looked back at the two of them. For the first time she did not need to search to find his emotions. Anguish was tearing into his features and confusion. But what ultimately whelmed up in Kazama's eyes was disgust. She could not yet decide if that disgust was at himself or at his mother.<p>

But as she looked at Kazama instead of pulling his hand from his mother's breast he lifted his other and slammed it into her other breast, fresh blood pouring from the wound in the same fashion as the other. Horror took her.

"_No_!"

Chizuru acted on instinct and ran behind Kazama and wretched him from his mother's body. Not expecting the sudden shift and his mind still in a daze, Kazama easily released himself from his mother, and felt his weight lean entirely on the person who pulled at his waist causing them to fall backwards. Slamming to the ground, Chizuru gasped for air as Kazama fell on top of her, blood flinging itself from his hands to all around him. He rolled slightly to Chizuru's left because his body was still in motion and the trajectory forced him to roll off of Chizuru's smaller form. For a moment, they both lay there while Kazama kept hearing Chizuru cry into his back, her voice a cracked whisper, "No more, no more, _please_. You must stop this…"

* * *

><p>His face was blank as he looked at the hands that were leaking blood that was not his own. Why had he plunged his other hand through his mother was something not even Kazama could guess. As he looked at the blood with blankness, he knew it was his way of trying to shake her awake. It was like a child who watched their mother die only to try to shake them awake, as if they were sleeping and just needed to be awoken. It was that desperate disbelief that what had transpired wasn't real. Kazama could not admit to himself that he had any true pure feelings towards his mother but it was still a shock that she was dead, even if it was by his hands. He had killed her in another desperate attempt to right the wrong that had happened. She had destroyed what little respect he had left of her—her understanding of honor, justice, and pride. He did not believe what he did was wrong especially not how ruthlessly Kazama sought to keep his oni pride and preserve his name, but still there was this lingering feeling of <em>wrongness<em>. But what was even worse was that it was his own family name that had betrayed that pride he believed in. It was equal parts deplorable and a good thing he had rid himself of her filth but on the other-hand something welled up within him that wouldn't go away—guilt, regret, disgust. These were thoughts that at some point passed through Kazama's mind as he lay on the ground staring at his hands but he did not truly register their passing until days later.

It was in this moment, when he did something even more unusual than what had transpired: he wept. It started out quietly, and simply. The tears fell on their own accord and he could not stop them. He did not cry out, nor did he weep violently, but he did close his fists tightly, hearing the squish of blood welling in his hands, in the act of trying to quell the storm raging in his mind and heart. He felt so angry at himself. His could not keep his calm demeanor and reserve. Where was his calm in the midst of this? He had killed people before. But the tears continued to lightly trail down his face. He did not weep long but in that moment he cried for his lack of understanding, he cried for his family name that seemed defiled and perverted in pride, but ultimately he unconsciously cried for the loss of something he could not place.

Inexplicably, Kazama was aware of the arms that wrapped around his waist tighter. He wanted to throw her away, reject her completely. She was touching him—_him_—the man who had killed people for lesser things. He felt a deepening feeling of disgust and he jerked himself from her in an attempt to leave her embrace: he was warning her that he was not in the mood to be messed with. But she did not move, if anything her arms wrapped around tighter. _Pathetic_. _Useless_. She was probably in hysterics at what he had done and was going into shock.

He was stiff-backed and entirely rejecting her but after his first jerk he did not move. In a few minutes he would push himself off of her completely, say something to her in his usual dry tone, and walk on as if nothing had happened, wishing to process his actions alone. But he allowed her this because for just a moment it reminded him of his mother when he was much, much younger. She had sheltered him from his father's rage and it was the only time she had done so. Kazama was many things, but he was not someone who at one time, whether in greed or love, removed himself from someone who at one time—kept him safe. He'd hate her for it, it wasn't as though this was an acceptance of her, but it was an act she had preformed of her own will and it was an extension of protecting himself from a far worse fate. He wondered if he was growing soft. It was annoying him now to an even greater extent that he was becoming romantic and sentimental. He took a moment to look up at the sky that was darkening. Ah, so it finally decided to rain again. He heard the birds stop their chirping and the trees took on that dulling vibrancy he loved, cherished. A frown grew on his face becoming more disgusted by the arms around him that made him feel as though he could not protect himself. Though his mind willed him to move, leave at this very moment, he stayed against his will. He growled and he heard her suck in breath but still she didn't move.

Finally, he just gave up. She was persistent and apparently his body was too stiff to move at the moment. He kept his eyes fixed upon the trees and when the mist came and hid most of the trees and mountains from him he felt truly alone. It was as though even his aspirations had abandoned him in the moment he needed them the most. Still he looked forward. He would never stop looking forward for it was forward that his dreams lied—it was there at those mountains that the height of his aspiration grew. Mist might cover them but he would look on and strengthen his resolve to never be brought so low again. It was a promise. He had to thank Chizuru now for giving him the opportunity to harden himself. He was an oni. He would make his family name great despite these set-backs and betrayals. He'd show them that his honor, his truest pride, would not be sullied by weakness.

* * *

><p>Chizuru hugged him tightly in a mixture of fear of herself being left alone and the fear that the monster lurking in Kazama would become that much closer to be released forever. She was not sure where the determination to see him saved came from. Maybe it was because that, in a strange way, Chizuru needed someone or something to fight for to feel entirely complete. She realized she would just stay stagnant and wander if she did not have something to look forward to. If she did not have a goal her mind drifted and she curled in herself, performing tasks of old because it was what she knew. She felt Kazama trying to leave her grasp but she clung to him tighter not yet ready to face herself alone. It was terrifying to be left in such a place with such horrible things around her. All she could see was Kazama's back and though the tears had started to dry her face was still etched with sorrow and disbelief.<p>

Her mind turned to the man before her hoping beyond all hope that he would not be the monster. Chizuru did not know anything about Kazama beyond what he coolly uttered to her. It was clear he tried to detach himself and that he was critically assessing every situation. It was true that even now she felt he was detached from her. His body was rigid and stiff. It was clear he was not comfortable in her embrace but he was removing himself mentally from her into somewhere she couldn't go. She had grown an overwhelming sense that behind that detachment was a need and a beautiful thing growing, like Kazama's mother had veiled a beautiful growing thing. Chizuru did not believe that it was the same thing but it was something that she believed came in the oni's conflicting nature. A twoness that sought wholeness. She had seen the monstrous Kazama but she believed there was something else there too that had prevented him from killing her when she defied him, it had made him acknowledge the strength she had deep down inside.

And so they both laid there for moments, each resolving something within them.

Tomorrow would be another day, and while both knew that while this was would be a day they wouldn't forget, nothing lasted forever, and tomorrow would be the day that separated them from yesterday, from this day. They, in the end, would be ultimately the same on the outside but inwardly something had shifted in them both.

When Hozin finally discovered Chizuru, the rain had already started, and Kazama was already gone. It was in this moment when Chizuru glanced over and saw the paper fluttering quietly on the ground. She did not have the energy to move, to cry, to gasp, to whimper. She finally understood what both had said; one in a cracked whisper, and the other in deadly stillness. It finally clicked in her mind when Kazama's mother pointed at her. Chizuru was a bit dense in some things since it took her seeing the last few lines on the paper to understand what had truly happened between Kazama and his mother. She could also see from this distance a deep red seal, seemed to be stamped with blood, which had what she assumed was their great family crest. She did not know what that meant but it was clear that it had somehow made Kazama become enraged.

But what truly stuck in Chizuru's minds were the words. She could not process them now, it was all too sudden. But there they were in the same red as the seal.

"_As punishment for raising your sword against your father: make her your wife."__  
><em>  
>Chizuru could only close her eyes.<p>

* * *

><p>I hope you enjoy the newly updated chapter six! The length of this almost doubled because I felt it needed a lot more expansion on inner reflections (and better motivation on the side of Kazama). I am sure old time readers noticed more of the subtractions from the last few paragraphs. It may be different than what you know but I feel it is better in capturing where they are right now and what I want them to become. I mean…it has only been two days since they met hahah.<p>

However, your reviews are encouraged and appreciated, nonetheless on what you think!


	7. The Beginning of Something Most Rare

**Crane Wings on Windows****  
><strong>_Chapter Seven — The Beginning of Something Most Rare  
><em>NEW as of February 2015

This chapter has fewer additions and subtractions compared to the last one so not much to report. Most of it is the same.

These next two or three are going to be hardest, and longest, to edit so forgive me if my process of producing a new edited chapter ever day or two is slowed a little. I have a lot to cycle through and I want to make sure I get it right in terms of pacing.

_Update Feb. 28, 2015:_ I fixed the surname problem in this chapter. It may seem weird he refers to "his family name" as Kazama when he is called that but look at chapter one for why this is so.

* * *

><p><em>"My black steed<em>  
><em>Galloping fast,<em>  
><em>Away have I come,<em>  
><em>Leaving under distant skies<em>  
><em>The dwelling place of my love.<em>

_Oh, yellow leaves_  
><em>Falling on the autumn hill,<em>  
><em>Cease a while<em>  
><em>To fly and flutter in the air,<em>  
><em>That I may see my love's dwelling place!"<em>

Kakinomoto Hitomaro

* * *

><p>The scurrying of feet was all that he could hear echoing throughout the halls outside his chamber. He sighed, releasing some pint up anger; it was so noisy in his household and in his head that he needed to get away from such chattering and pattering. As he rose from his chair, he looked back to the cup that still lay shattered on the ground from the night previous. Nostalgia welled up within him. This was the first time this emotion fluttered into his heart, even amazing him that he had one. His wife was a cruel mistress in her own right, and he knew she hated him with a passion that fueled their love. It was a cruel dance but it was their dance nonetheless. She had died trying to finally destroy the cycle once and for all. He had to commend her boldness but nothing would change because of it. Kazama would be as he had always been and if anything—he'd be much worse.<p>

Yet that did not comfort him as he looked at the cup catch the morning sunlight. He lifted his gaze only to look at the window his wife had always sat beside to look out at the moon, the trees, and to be in a world all her own. He left her alone often when she sat by that window. Their last talk together had been the exception. He frowned and turned away from the window which revealed a beautiful landscape he did not have the passion to care about. His wife and son enjoyed gazing out at nature but to him it was oppressive. It did not keep him from thinking of his foolish wife any less.

"We are all just broken things destined to die eventually. The waxing and waning of the moon is like the cycles of humanity, and of oni." He snarled a bit before turning to make his leave out of the room his wife had shared with him.

When he slid open his door his head servant was bowing before him.

"S-sir if I may inform y-you o-of past events…"

"I already know of her death."

The servant pushed his head lower to the ground in fear, "But of course milord."

"Prepare my horse; I ride to my son's grave this morning."

The servant whipped his head up despite his fear, chancing a glance at his master's face, "H-his grave?"

His master broke out in a devilish grin, the closet to delight his features would ever show. "Yes. His home shall be his grave." He let his features still play with twisted delight as he walked away from the servant. He may fear his son, but this day his son would learn to fear him.

* * *

><p>"Kazama, milord, I have word your father rides to us this morning. I believe the cause is in regards to the death of the Lady Hinata." Hozin knelt by Kazama's side, fear evident in his voice, though he choked down the stuttering. He was afraid of what was going to happen now that Kazama's father rode out to confront Kazama.<p>

Kazama let the smoke from his pipe relax his mind. He wished to dwell on more calming days, "Always busy it seems."

"Excuse me?"

Kazama snapped his eyes to Hozin, and let his sharpness be his signal of dismissal and of something else that only Hozin recognized in his master's gaze. Hozin bowed his head, nodding as he did so, "Of course, milord. I shall see myself out."

With Hozin now gone, Kazama brought his attention to Chizuru, who sat across the room in front of him, her hands folded in her lap. He had allowed her to sit in one of his chairs by his giant windows. He had a small table that seated two. She seemed preoccupied with something outside and had been looking out at the forest in the distance for some time. She had been extremely quiet during the scheme of the last few days, only speaking when necessary or only engaging his eye sight when she felt he wasn't looking. It was clear she still thought of what had transpired two days ago. Two whole days and finally, Kazama pulled the cane from his mouth and released some smoke, his father was on the move.

But Kazama was not worried about his father. He looked briefly to his dresser to see the comb his mother wore sitting on top by her picture. He could tame that poor excuse for an oni any day. No, he was proved correctly when he assessed his mother would be more of the danger. Of course, it was at the expense of the oni pride but both of his parents had disgraced themselves. Unfortunately, that disgrace permeated down the line to him. He was ashamed of his family but he had done what needed to be done. He would follow what was written in the letter because unlike his mother and father—he would uphold honor at any cost. If it meant a set-back in his plans and greater calculations on his end to gain more pride for his family name then so be it. But if he discarded what held oni in such high nobility then he was no better than humans.

He returned from his thoughts and realized he had been holding his pipe away from his mouth. He returned it to his mouth for the moment and focused his attention back to Chizuru, the girl whose fate now intertwined with his own in ways he would never have imagined. To him she was a servant, an interesting one, but a servant nonetheless. She did not come from a royal clan. She was a pure-blooded oni but such did still exist outside of the major clans and families. There were smaller, less well known families that still breed purely and it must have been from one of them she hailed. Those houses were more numerous than the major families, but they were greatly ignored by the oni community for their lack of influence. They often existed to simply exist. They did not seek to gain above their station. Kazama believed that in any other case he would have agreed with them about remaining where they belonged. But he deplored more people who had no ambition, no spine, and no wit. Such clans were as useless to him as any other human government and even humans sought to be ambitious. That alone was truly telling more than anything else of what he thought of such clans.

Yet he was distracting himself again with oni politics that he'd rather not dwell on at the moment. He would have his fair share of them soon enough. He looked at Chizuru once more before removing his pipe from his lips and inspecting the crane motif on his pipe.

"Do not look so worried about what will happen in the next few hours." He glanced up at her, studying what her reaction would be.

Chizuru snapped to attention and glanced at him momentarily before looking away. It was clear he was messing with her but how could he play games at times like these? His father was after his head, his mother was dead, and now…Chizuru glanced out the window that sat on her left—she was promised to the oni only a few strides away. She still did not know how she felt about that. She had always believed she would marry for love. It was her dream but ever since the death of her family, love had been the last thing on her mind. The years that followed were more like listless, waking nightmares. She certainly gained quite a bit being on her own but at what cost had she driven away her true feelings? She loved the people she had met but it was clear she was just passing time until something else came to make her either change her ways or be destroyed. She found herself not caring anymore if she was to marry this man. She just couldn't bring herself to figure out what else she would do. She had wanted freedom, still wanted freedom, but where would she go? What would she do? It was clear that in her mind being free was better but was it truly better if she had no goal in mind? Was it really freedom then if she was just driven by what struck her fancy? Wasn't that more like existing in the world? She did not find herself all that excited to be married to Kazama either and she felt it was entirely wrong. She wanted to understand him better as he was someone she had never met before but she did not believe she had it in herself to marry him. She didn't _love_ him. It seemed that no matter how much she kept trying to reject the feeling it was true that, ultimately, Chizuru knew she needed a companion and friend. Kazama was neither.

For once, Chizuru was able to keep her thoughts entirely hidden from Kazama. Her blank stare out at nature fixated at a point off in the distance but Kazama did not know what truly went through her mind as she sat there. It was annoying seeing her hide within herself. He hated it more than her tepidness and her fears of trampling on toes. He knew she could not guess the reason his father came for his head, and it was different compared to the circumstances that had befallen two days prior. His father was always looking for ways to legally kill him off, and this was but another excuse. His father might know the importance of what his son means for his line, especially now that his wife is dead, but Kazama knew that would not stop him from doing his best to kill him for hating him. His father would consider it mock acts of revenge in gaining honor for his fallen wife which would make him justified in his actions, while still making it appear it was for honor alone. In all honesty, however, Kazama felt no remorse for his mother's death just as his father felt no remorse he lost a wife. Whatever Kazama might have regretted what had transpired to a certain extent but he did not feel remorse for his lost mother. Such was it with his father—he only grieved for what was missing, not the missing piece. Elder oni loved fine things, and grieved when they were not the ones to destroy them. His father was acting his revenge against him only because he had destroyed his doll before he did. It was all a game in the Kazama household, and as Kazama took another drag from his favorite pipe, he knew he cherished this more than the royal blood that flowed through him. He was a man of action, and his mother requesting he marry his servant was but a game, a serious game, but a game nonetheless. Still, what had vexed him most was not so much what she had written in her letter so much as the seal giving the letter true power over him. If this was a game it was one he would prefer to decline. Could it truly be a game when his mother had said with her dying breath that it was for the pride of oni that she did this when it was clear the look on her face spoke otherwise? Oni should not play games with the binding seals of their families, even Kazama knew this. He held honor in high esteem and regarded such violations to be detrimental and vulgar. That seal was only to be used if it was the last resort. Often the seal had been used as a reminder of other oni clans of pacts and alliances made long ago. The seal could not hold sway over other families to the same extent it could to those within the family, but it served as a blood oath between clans as a symbol of their devotion to upholding the unsaid laws of their people.

As for in regards to personal family use, the seal was often used to stop civil wars from within the family itself. If the head of the household sealed a letter with it, and those who received it still had true honor, they would yield themselves to their father's command. As a result of their transgressions many were often put to death but some were allowed to live to be given a second chance of proving they were truly honorable. The seal, like the rules of oni pride, were not written. It was a law etched into the minds and instincts of its people. Some abandoned the laws to pursue whatever they desired yet many, especially the pure-blooded families, held these laws as sacred. No matter their rank it was what tied all oni together. Regardless of what Kazama thought of other oni, such a uniting was something he found to be as beautiful as the height of his ambitions. True loyalty of families and the uniting of clans would bring peace to the ultimate strife of his people. Kazama disliked war as much as the next man and though he was not hesitant about killing, he truly did find displeasure in mingling with the horrors of war. Such wanton death was not pleasurable to him when if both parties had been truly noble they would have been able to work out such differences with negotiations.

Thus Kazama would follow what the seal had commanded but it did not make him any more loyal to his father to keep him alive. If his father wished to come and slay him then he would kill him and claim the name of the head family member title—he would become clan leader of the Kazama namesake. He would do his family proud by sending his family to greater heights. It was his goal and to him it was just one step from reality. His mother may have given him a terrible set of circumstances to deal with but, at the very least, she had ensured that the one he would marry was a full-blooded oni. That was the only good in this situation; his true oni pride would not be sullied by completing the action laid out to him by his family. She would be a tool to a step towards his ultimate goal. His sons would be great and powerful and his family clan would grow that much stronger. She may not be as ideal as he would hope in terms of a mate but her blood alone was what was important. All else would come with time. That was why he craved a mate to begin with. If he wanted to marry for love or some other ridiculous inhibitor of duty then he would not have made such pains to be where he was today. Nor, did he imagine, he'd hesitate to forsake his family bonds to marry whomever he chose.

He let a small smirk play upon his lips at the thought of his ambitions becoming one step closer from the mountains and into the palm of his hand. He would ascend and he would be great at any cost. He let his smirk drop suddenly at the realization he was beginning to sound like his father. He would become great, certainly, but if he abandoned all forms of duty and honor in the name of it then he would be no better than his cowering father whose only true purpose was to save face. He would eventually marry Chizuru but he had more important matters to take care of. He still had much to plan and getting married at the moment, even to a full-blooded oni, was not a part of it. He needed to work out a few more things and dwell more on his mother's words before he truly took that final step. At the moment he would make her a guest, raising her from her servant hood status. This would be the most honorable thing to do. That was why he was allowing her to sit in his chairs and do fairly little in terms of serving. He had also allowed her to sleep in the guest rooms until he found a much better room for her to stay in. The guest rooms lied on the opposite end of his inner chambers. He would need to move her to a room in his wing later after this whole ordeal had been settled. His mother must have known he would not follow the letter the very moment he received it but she did know he would follow it at some point. That was why a date was not set in writing on the letter. If it had then that would have truly sealed Kazama's fate. But seeing as he had some open space to work with he could stretch his marriage until as far as he needed.

Returning from his thoughts he blew smoke out of his mouth and watched through the clouded substance as Chizuru fidgeted in her seat. He must have been starting at her while he was contemplating. He decided to play a small game with her.

"I assume you read the letter, or at least paid attention to what was being said during my meeting, or else you would not be so lack-luster this morning. Certainly, then, you know what will happen eventually." He narrowed his eyes at Chizuru slightly. "You are annoying in the way you seem to find the good in everything. So, riddle me this, what is the silver lining in this situation?" he twirled his pipe slowly in his hand, his blank face being marred only by the slight frown on his face, "Is it my soon to be death that shall line your silver cloud? Or, shall it be that you will eventually be married to the strongest oni in Japan?"

With each question, he watched Chizuru become more and more agitated. Good, he wanted her to get mad. He was annoyed with his family and if he could play a much more rewarding game for his nerves then he would be satisfied until he lopped his father's head from his body.

What he had not expected was her looking him in the eye and interrupting what he was going to say next.

"Why do you find it funny to trample on my feelings?" Her voice was proud and clear. He heard no wavering in her voice. It seemed that his initial thoughts of her gaining a back-bone were not wrong. Good, very good—this would make it all the more fun.

"Oh, a direct question." He stopped spinning his pipe, looking at it instead of her, "Are we becoming bold now? Or…" he wandered off, before looking at her with piercing red eyes, causing her to look away at the intensity of his gaze, "have you had that from the very beginning. I wonder, I wonder." He touched the mouth piece of his pipe to his chin in mock contemplation. Though his expression read detachment his movements were clearly mocking Chizuru.

Chizuru panicked when he rose from his chair, and walked confidently over to her. When he reached her she shrunk back as he leaned down and stopped just when he reached her ear. He let his voice become gruff as he whispered in her ear, "Welcome back, it's good to see you've decided to join the living."

He allowed himself to grin when Chizuru gulped, "What?"

He raised his body so it was straight again, his face portraying disgust at her lack of putting it all together.

"Do you always sit in a stupor, or is that just because I am handsome?"

It was a little heavy handed. He was more inclined to subtle tricks and the handsomeness part was a bit much. However, it did have his desired effect. Chizuru could not handle subtlety it seemed so being more direct would give him the best reaction.

Chizuru never noticed how much he stroked his ego. It was true that he seemed more inclined to praise his "virtues" but most of what she had heard from him was not so direct in indicating he was handsome or powerful. Which made her wonder—did he assume that because she wasn't sure why he suddenly whispered in her ear that she thought it was because he was too handsome to think? That was just embarrassing to think about and it had never even occurred to her! She was terrified he was going to kill her and prevent himself from marrying her.

Yet the more she thought about his words...she looked at him wide-eyed, "A joke…?"

His eyes lit up in slight mirth at her lack of understanding, and how she finally put it together, or at least, put something together. He was pretty sure she had only figured a very small aspect to what he was trying to gauge her reactions in. He decided he might as well play up what he had started. If nothing else it would prove to be a fun little game to pass the time. He was bored after all.

"I see my charms are far from wooing you, but give it time and your heart will thump in your chest when I look at you. Your body will sweat and your face will heat." He raised the hand holding his pipe and placed it in his mouth, gripping it lightly while he rested his other hand in his kimono, "Your eyes will gloss over, your breathing become erratic, your knees will quiver," he stopped, and watched Chizuru gulp again, "and all it will take is one glance. Only one." The smile that played on his lips was devilish but it was not the same as the ones he normally showed. This one held more play in it than his others.

She could not hold his gaze, and she looked down at her hands, frantically weaving her hands in knots. Her heart beat faster just imagining it and she pushed herself up in her chair, wondering why her palms were starting to sweat. She was blushing furiously. Why did he say such things and in such a way? It was improper!

Suddenly she heard it—it was deep, coming from deep inside his throat rather than a light one. The noise was foreign to her and as she looked up she saw Kazama chuckling at her. This was not his scoffing laughs or the ones he made when he was mocking her. This laugh was one from the core, an honest chuckle and one which seemed to enhance his deep voice that had a strange inflection to it when he spoke. She covered her face when she felt her cheeks warm at the sound, unsure of what to do with what was happening.

"You are an open book, so easy to read and misuse."

"Leave me alone!" she cried in desperation for him to step farther from her, and to give her some space. She needed air, and lots of it. She wasn't sure what game he was playing but it was making her uncomfortable and that laugh—she didn't know what to do.

"You are too easy to predict, and your heart is on your sleeve. If you think I can leave such easy prey alone—" he slammed both hands on the arms of her chair, making her jump in shock. She watched, fascinated by the way he could talk with the pipe still hanging from his mouth, "then stop being so honest about what you are thinking."

It was here that Chizuru found her voice, as clear and bold as it was when she had asked him a question he never answered, "There is nothing wrong with being honest or with not hiding behind detachment! Honesty is the greatest gift someone can offer to another when greed, lies, and lust are all that is prized in this world. I will stay honest for those who cannot. I will sacrifice my comforts so others might stay safe, and pure of heart." She looked him in the eye, "And if I should die because of this honesty then I will not regret it."

It was Kazama's time to look away. Chizuru watched as his deep eyes of red creased at something she could not see or truly fathom. A memory? A thought? A dream? How Chizuru longed to figure out why his eyes seemed so distant. The emotion was quickly dispatched by the glaze of steadfastness and blankness. Once again, Chizuru was blocked from the only aspect of him she could read.

When their eyes met, Kazama had returned to his usual demeanor, "There is no place in this world for the honesty you claim. You are the prey that others feed on."

Chizuru looked down, not because she could not keep his gaze, but because it hurt her to hear him say such a thing. How twisted his life must be to see the world as only something to be won, to be gained, to destroy, and to manipulate to one's whim. How tragic it must be, Chizuru thought, to live in a state where honesty was no longer present, when true goodness was just a thing to be toyed with. When justice was handed down to lesser men. She bit at her lip as she felt it start to quiver, the tears were coming, and she tried to bite them back. However, one broke its prison and trickled down her face. Such a thought brought her to such a sorrowful state she could not help but weep at those who thought this was a true way of life. Maybe she too wept for Kazama who felt this was how the world should work. They were missing something grand, bright, and beautiful.

Kazama scoffed at her before rising, pulling his pipe from his mouth, and setting it on the table beside her, "Should I contemplate why you weep?"

He stole a glance at her, a look of disgust etched in his face, "Do not take my words and pity them. I am no oni who should be graced with pity, sympathy, or tears. I do not need them, I do not want them," he looked out his window, a sudden strange feeling coming over him at the strange tears she was weeping. He whispered to himself, "I do not deserve them."

After a few seconds he realized he had spoken those words out loud. Grunting a bit, he looked back at Chizuru and pulled his kimono together, a motion Chizuru suspected was his way of distracting himself, "Tears should be for people who are weak and need comforted about worthless things; not for oni who are strong, who need power. Either you offer me your strength or you offer me nothing. Do not take me for an oni whose price is so cheap that I would be soothed by tears or bought by sob stories."

Chizuru frantically wiped the tear from her face when he approached her again but instead of hovering over her he walked past her to sit in the chair across from her. Chizuru noticed his posture was less ram-rod straight and rigid. It was not enough to be truly noticed by many but to Chizuru it made a small smile appear on her face, brightening it and making her eyes shine. Usually he was aware of his posture and position, Chizuru could figure that much, but now that his posture was hunched, slightly, it made Chizuru feel he was burdened by her tears, and that made Chizuru, ironically, happy. Maybe he had not had the experience of being cried for or pitied. It was clear from what his mother and father were like that the love he had received was terrifying. She doubted even more there was any form of pity or care for their son. His actions, for a change, seemed to betray his words, if just a bit. She knew what he felt was more like confusion and annoyance at her words but it was a sign that, if nothing else, he truly did think about what she said.

Kazama glanced at her and sat up in his chair, looking out the window she was moments earlier. Kazama at his core believed all he said to be true, but her expression and tears had reminded him of a story he had read a few years ago. For some reason it struck him as fitting to talk about now. He was annoyed at how she cried for him when it was stupid to do so. It was no wonder her family was not as high ranking as his own—they were too soft. But Kazama was feeling generous with sharing a story he had read. He clenched his jaw at his sudden niceties but the story came flowing free anyways. He had not shared this story with anyone.

"I read, once," he looked in her direction though he did not shift his head to see her expression. He knew, however, she was watching him intently, "that a man once locked a crane in a prison. This prison was one that did not have iron cages or bars. This cage was open and free. It spanned until the land met the sea. However, no matter how much she could roam the land-she was a prisoner under him, for he had taken her will to fly. And so it was that she grew sorrowful at the invisible walls that caged her and kept her bound to him. She became burdened by his love, suffocated by his gaze. Yet, no matter how much she grieved for herself, she did not once break from this cage and soar. It was said by some that she had come to love the man and that was the reason she stayed, but that seems petty."

He rested his right fist on his head, now looking directly at his bed, "I believe she did not soar because she was too honest to fly away. She let herself suffer so that he may find his freedom. To be held prisoner and to suffer failed to destroy the ultimate compassion of the crane. For the sake of her freedom she allowed him to experience joy for the first time, to find his own freedom in her captivity."

He looked at her with his eyes, and he smirked a bit at how enthralled she had come to hear the tale. Looking back at his bed, he asked her a question, "Do you wish to know the end of the story?"

She nodded blankly, entirely mesmerized by him sharing this story, and he continued, "It ends with the man taking his crane—" he closed his eyes, "and letting her fly." When he opened them, Chizuru was sitting on her knees in front of him. He narrowed his eyes at her in confusion and looked out the window again, letting his hand fall from his face, "I was disappointed to find it was a romance story through and through. I much prefer the tragedies or epics."

He looked at her when he heard her laugh, "And what is it that strikes you as so funny?" He was confused by her laughter, it made no sense.

"That you would tell me a story and then become sour over it all at the same time." She smiled brightly, and though she was a bit nervous to continue, she did, feeling this was a very rare and genuinely pure moment with this oni who often had the look of a killer. "Are you trying to tell me that you are too manly to read romances? Because, to me, it seems that you are just enough of an oni to do so." She laughed in her hand when Kazama looked away, flustered. It was clear that he had not expected her words or laugher at all and was flustered by her. Maybe he was flustered by his own motivations for sharing the story but nonetheless, she appreciated catching a side of him she had never seen before. She could not help but enjoy this side of Kazama: the side that spoke in verses and told her stories. She liked this Kazama very much. She also loved how he became flustered at his love of reading romances, or at least some of them. Chizuru did not recognize that such laughter she had needed considering what had transpired from the days before. She was slowly losing her will to truly do much of anything but sit and contemplate why people had to die. Or why people tried to hurt others. She was overwhelmed by it all.

Yes, she had needed that laughter greatly. It had helped her begin to feel a bit like her old self again.

Kazama, on the other hand, was questioning why he was currently flustered by her laughter and teasing. He believed it was because of the sheer unexpectedness of it all. She had called him out, teasing him even, on reading romances and enjoying them. It was clear she had somehow gained the upper hand on his game just by simply being her clueless self. It was annoying to lose to a woman he could barely keep herself from sobbing about ridiculous things. It was even more annoying to have lost his composure. He had never met an oni like Chizuru and as much as he hated her ultimately nice and caring personality her novelty of handling his words confused him. He had had enough of this game and her stupid personality. He felt insulted somehow.

"I will not take this from you of all people." He went to stand, his eyes showing his return to his detached stare, when Chizuru frantically waved at him not to, "Please don't! I did not mean it to make fun, I swear."

She smiled at him. Chizuru felt that this was her first honest, truly honest smile in a long time and it was directed at him. "The fact you love romances is beyond adorable." He cringed slightly at the word, and narrowed his eyes at her, a frown beginning to show on his features, but could not take his eyes from her and her smile.

She continued, "To me that shows that you are willing to appreciate all walks of life not just the tragedies or the epics. I am also curious…" she looked down at her hands, her nervousness returning. "Did you read this book you speak of because it was about cranes? I have noticed you have a fascination with them."

He let his face grow blank, "What would you say if I told you this was so?" She looked up at him surprised. He did not try to deny it or hide from it. Could it be that he trusted her to understand? Or was it because it was so obvious that he decided not to hide it from her?

"I would say," she let her surprise fade and serenity crinkle at her eyes, and tug at her lips, "that a man who can find something to love so much is inspiring. For it is love that guides this fascination, I just know it. May I ask why then you love cranes?"

When Kazama opened his mouth, about ready to tell her off, Hozin ran into the room, a look of panic written all over his face.

"Forgive me milord for not knocking! However, your father is here and if you do not come down now, he said he would come up! He means to kill us all if he does not see you. Please milord," Hozin threw himself on the floor to beg, "come down to meet your father!"

Kazama rose and walked away from Chizuru without a glance, his calculated expression returning, "Fetch my sword and gather the servants into their chambers. They do not leave them until I give word otherwise." Hozin rose quickly and left his masters side, "Of course milord Kazama!"

Kazama turned to Chizuru, "Come with me."

* * *

><p>"What is it that you come for?"<p>

Kazama's father grinned slightly, "No verse? No poem or prose to welcome me? Where is your tongue that laps up literature? You read and read, and yet the best you can say to me is, 'what is it that you come for?' I am disappointed."

Kazama folded his arms inside his kimono and glared at his father, "Do you expect everything to come out of my mouth to be someone else's words? I speak for myself, and only let others words guide my tongue when I feel it best illuminates my goal. Why then do you speak in such a manner as to make it seem that you are more knowledgeable than you are? Surely, you jest with me."

His father let his upper lip twitch at his words before drawing his sword, "I see the servant is plain and foul. I am curious as to why your mother would make you marry a girl who cannot even look me in the eye?" It did not need to be said that in the end he had agreed with his wife to add his seal to the letter which is the only reason he was marrying her to begin with.

It was Kazama's turn to look disgusted, "I would choose not to look at you either if I was in such a position. Your face is hideously grotesque."

"Either way, your mother was a foolish woman, and if she had listened to me this never would have happened."

Kazama slowly drew his sword, the sunlight of mid-morning catching his swords blade causing it to shine a blueish white hue. His red eyes flicked to darker shades in his anger, a gleam in his eye strong and deadly.

"Then shall you take my head as her revenge? Or is it something else you seek?" Kazama briefly flicked his eyes to Chizuru when he saw his father pull his gaze from him to seek her face.

"I seek neither to avenge that woman nor claim your head, though it would do me much pleasure, but to rid us of her final request. Even I cannot undo the seal though I stamped it. It was your mother's true idea and thus only she can undo what has been done as she too has power in her own right to enact the family crest."

Kazama's father stepped first and Chizuru looked up in panic when they started to dance with swords, each matching the other in speed, grace, and tenacity. However, though Kazama pivoted quicker, having greater speed, his father hit harder. Whether it was because Kazama did not wish to kill his father or some other reason confused her. If his father feared him, why then was Kazama letting his father best him in strength? Was he trying to conserve his energy? She furrowed her brows in concern and worry that Kazama would die.

They stopped fighting briefly, and Kazama's father flexed his arm, his sword flickering in the sunlight at the motion. "Why are you holding back? I thought you were going to protect what was yours. If you keep this up I will have her dead before you know it. Or is that what you desire?"

Kazama turned slightly to look at Chizuru and quietly tossed his sword at her feet, it sticking itself into the ground with a dull thud. Chizuru looked at Kazama in shock and horror. What was he doing?

Kazama's father raised his sword, narrowing his eyes at what Kazama had done. He was leaving himself wide open to be attacked. It would take more than no sword to kill his son but it left him at a sore disadvantage. He did not like where this was heading and assumed it to be a trap. He paced a bit to the left to gain a better angle of their interaction, his eyes alert to any movement or sound should something happen.

"I will not protect her this time," Kazama glanced at his father, "because she is not what you want." He motioned for Hozin to step forward with what he had earlier dismissed him for. Hozin walked with nervousness, keeping his head bowed as he passed the article to his lord. After he had done so he stepped further back and far away from what was transpiring.

Gripping it, Kazama tossed the item to his father's feet. His father looked down and closed his eyes when he saw the hair pin. Here he was trying to make his son fear him, when all the while he was still the one cowering behind words, insults, and lame attempts at forcing fear on an oni who did not fear him.

"This was the only gift you gave your wife. Keep it; it is of no value to me." Kazama's eyes flashed, analyzing what his father would do next.

His father gritted his teeth and glared at him with agitation. He was losing this battle, and they had barely let their swords sing. Why was this so hard all of the sudden? Why was he breaking in his resolve?

"Do you make a mockery of me? You think I did not come to kill your betrothed but to come for my wife's hair pin?"

Kazama remarked calmly, "She is not my betrothed."

When it came down to it he refused to acknowledge her as such. The letter may force him and he would work a new plan, yes, but he would prefer that his father not assume that he gladly accepted her as his mate as though he had made such a choice on his own.

His father closed his eyes trying to release the emotion in them. Succeeding, he snapped them open while sheathing his sword, "Then what is she? You protect her because she is your servant, but you do not protect her when she will become your wife. I hated your mother for thinking of such a ridiculous idea, but she was persistent."

Kazama stared a moment at his father and then glanced back at Chizuru who still stood stunned by his sword. He looked in her eyes for a moment and seeing what he was looking for he looked back at his father. She would pass or fail his test.

"She is my prisoner—"

Kazama's father cut him off, "A prisoner. Even I did not consider my wife a slave when she came to be mine. You should be disgusted woman."

Chizuru looked at Kazama finally registering what his words meant.

'_I read, once, that a man once locked a crane in a prison. This prison was one that did not have iron cages or bars.'_

'_Do you wish to know the end of the story?'_

She knew what she must do. Chizuru breathed heavily before removing the sword from the ground. It was hard to do but after a few seconds she removed it. She made her way towards Kazama's father with fear, but kept her feet steady, sure that this was what must be done; not just for herself—but for Kazama to respect her inner strength. '_Prove to this man that you are that which he sees deep within your bones. Prove to him that you are worth his protection.'_

Kazama's father laughed at her, "Are you going to kill me? Should I be worried that the crane is more willing to kill me than the dog? How the roles have switched." He barked to his son, "Is she protecting you now?"

"She is my prisoner who I am giving the wings to soar." Kazama watched her with eyes that spoke it all. Kazama had seen the spark of something deep within her and if she desired his respect and protection as an oni she must show she had the oni pride and duty that would make her worthy. He would not protect a worthless woman or one who did not understand what duty and honor were. If she failed then she would die by his father's hands and he would be rid of her, proving he was right all along. But if she succeeded, well, he knew at the very least he would raise his sword to protect her as was his duty and honor as a warrior and Kazama.

His father did not miss the emotion in Kazama's eyes, but chose to ignore it as the girl kept walking towards him. When she was a few feet from him she sat on her knees before him and laid the sword at his feet, "I do not know what is in store for me, and I do not understand why I was chosen, but I will not be in fear of you." Kazama's father watched her carefully. He was given ample opportunity to kill her but he watched what she was to do, though it was clear he was furious at her words.

She stood up and looked at his feet while slowly raising her eyes to meet his, determination giving her the strength to move forward. She must always look forward. She could not look back or she would fall. She prayed her father would give her the strength to go on_. Let me be strong, father. Let me be strong and prove that I am worthy to be all that you saw in me._

When she spoke she spoke with that clear boldness and unfathomable strength that could not help but make others listen. "Your wife died to rid herself of her hate of you, and to try and find freedom for a life she felt nothing for. Yet you do not come for her, for her memory, for her clothes, for her hair pin, for her love, for her hate, but for me? How long will it take you to realize that each time you went to sleep she was there? How long will you ignore the fact that even through your hatred, and her hatred—you were together?"

Though she let a tear slip down her face she still looked determined, "How long will you forget the sacrifices she made so that you could be greedy? How long will it take you to realize that through her hate, she came to love you? And you do not come for her!" Chizuru began shaking, and closed her eyes when Kazama's father showed her his teeth in anger, willing herself to be strong.

"I will not be reprimanded by a child! I will not be made mockery from an oni who has no right to analyze my behavior! Who is a worthless thing to be crushed by my feet! You—know _nothing_."

She clutched herself tightly and gasped, not for air, but from the hurt. She hurt not for herself, but for the wife that was so twisted in knots, so lost in herself, that she was trying so hard. Chizuru fell slowly to the ground, remembering the look in that woman's eyes even as she bound her son to bitter words. She saw a woman ultimately trying so hard to be something against her nature. And she had fought for it to her dying breath.

Chizuru shook from the sudden feelings of anger and passion. Kazama's mother was the bravest of them all for trying to fight the very nature to hate, to despise, to be selfish, and to be of greed. She may have not been a good mother, and she may have ultimately gone about her fight in the wrong way, but Chizuru knew she had died becoming something. Something of value, and of worth—a beautiful thing glowing in the light of the sun. She may not know these oni well, and she may have her tribulations, her worries, and her selfish desires, but she knew that more than ever they needed something—anything—to prove that their lives were worth so much more than blood.

Kazama's father watched hesitantly as she fell to his feet and shook with, he assumed to be anger. He stepped back a few steps and pointed his sword at her. He was going to make the final plunge and kill her for her words when she raised her head and stared him in the eyes, something unheard of her a servant to do, especially to him. He was stunned in his motion of sending his blade through her heart, his eyes twitching in uncertainty and a rage boiling over. Who was she to look at him like that!

"I keep going back to one of the last things she said, _'If anything I have been your savior.'_ During the time it was spoken, clearly, it was meant for Lord Kazama. However, each time I hear it whispered in my ear, I think, what if it was not just meant for him? If anything," Chizuru closed her eyes and smiled lightly, "she has been your savior. I will not pretend to romanticize your relationship, nor will I speak as if I know, but no matter how you look at it: she spent these last years trying to be forgiven. She wanted to be forgiven of being hateful and confused and not as much a mother as she wished to be. She wanted to be forgiven for loving so selfishly and for her own gain. Even to her death, she died selfishly and wrought something just as selfish in an attempt at giving everyone else a way to freedom, but I like to think she gained something in her sorrow-crested eyes. I'd like to think she gained hope. Hope in a future where love was not selfish, where love was built instead of destroyed. Where people could come into it and bask in its glory. For a son," she looked at Kazama who had his arms folded in his kimono looking at the birds screech above them not interested in what she had to say but listening nonetheless, "and for a father." She stared at Kazama's father again with a smile in her eyes.

Kazama smirked while closing his eyes. If he had learned anything from the girl at his father's feet, it was that she did not have the will to hate anyone. He should know. If she would hate anyone, it should be him. She grew angry, and hurt, and she became tired; she disagreed with his handlings of anything she was present to hear though she said nothing it was clearly written on her face. However, no matter how many emotions flowed, not one of them was hate. Never was it hate. She was puzzlement, and each day he grew more and more curious by this puzzlement. And, it seemed, she passed his test. Ah, well, it would have been nice to be rid of her. It would have made his goals that much easier to obtain. However, he would now raise his sword to defend her should her honor be slighted. He would honor his duty and obligation as a member of the Kazama family because to do anything less would be to admit he was no better than a lowly dog that could not even stop returning to its own shit.

Kazama's father breathed in and out through his nose, his head shaking slightly in an emotion Chizuru could not pinpoint. She assumed it anger, and she gripped the sword that lay at her feet lightly, hoping he would not strike. To her surprise, the breathing continued, and the shaking, but he was not looking at her but the hair pin that laid near Kazama's sword and his own feet. His pupils had constricted and the more he looked at the hair pin the more Chizuru noticed he'd begin to shake. His mouth was twitching and the hand his sword was grasped in would twitch as well, shaking the sword in his hand. He was making small noises as his nostrils flared in an attempt to control or master whatever was coming over him. Finally she watched him slump and fall to his knees in front of her. She bit back the gasp hanging in her throat, and watched as he brought his hands on both his knees to help support himself, his sword still shaking in his hand.

"Why do your words hurt so much?" He looked at her for all the world as an angry, bitter, but broken man. Not much different from his wife it seemed. A broken thing that was lost in the glories of sunlight. "Why?" They were accusing words and held anger in them but he did not seem to have the heart to strike at her though it was clear he must want to. Some of his slicked back hair was sliding from its perfectly constructed prison and falling into his face.

Here sat a coward. Here sat a destroyer. She mimicked the position he was in, resting on her knees with her hands gripping her knees lightly. Here sat, finally, a man.

Even in this state of almost bowing to Chizuru, he had immense amounts of pride that hit her like a wave. She could not help but think of Kazama. They were so similar, and yet so different. Both, no matter what, had such deep pride, that even when they knelt, or when they bowed, or even when they cowered like dogs, they had an unmistakable pride that flowed through them. It was something to respect. Down, but not out. Beaten, but not shattered. Some may see this sight and wonder how much his pride was broken, but Chizuru saw that it flourished. It bloomed more now than it did while he stood.

She opened her lips in nervousness to say something as she witnessed the intense emotions break through on the small lines of age on his face. He had a handsome face, Chizuru realized.

"What is your name?" She asked this because she felt that it was right. To anyone it would have seemed a simple, strange, but pointless question, let alone blasphemous to someone who was her better. To the oni in front of her it was a statement. A pledge to something.

"Hideo Kazama."

She smiled. _Man_. It fit him perfectly. He was faulty, terrible, and false. He was cowardly, greedy, and selfish. He was everything bad with men, and oni, but like his son, he showed signs of greatness. Perhaps, this was a beginning to something.

She watched him pick up the hairpin and grip it tightly in his hand, his sword he had dropped after he had picked up the pin. She smiled gently as the wind tickled her face with its soft laughter. The trees danced to the melody and the birds sung to the sky. Maybe he would come to live up to his other name's description—excellent husband.

* * *

><p>Hideo picked up his sword and let the wind take him to a faraway land. A place in time when he was just like a child, reserved and quiet, but still bubbling with goodness. Unlike his son's childhood, his was one of peace, and of love. The Kazama name was still one to be known as good, and filled with greatness. Later his family's name would be known for evil, and of darkness, greed, and lies. Laughably, he was the sole reason it became that way. It just goes to show that even men, who grew up in great homes, can become ugly people.<p>

He gripped his sword in disgust at his performance hours before. He had left them then, without a word. She knew his name now, and surprisingly, he had given it freely. He scoffed at himself at how he almost let his tears fall. For once, they were not for him, and he could not let them fall. They did not deserve to see his tears. Only she deserved them, he finally concluded. Only she. He had spent the last hours making a grave without a body. He knew his son's servant had most likely burned her corpse, riding his son of her memory; burning it away in an attempt to restore the honor he felt she had deprived him of. It seemed, however, he had removed the hairpin before her burning. He would not hold back his surprise she wore it and that he never noticed it.

'_Come on, come on! You are so slow!' she giggled at him._

_Her smile was like heaven. He needed her, and she was but a servant. He had grown up with her. She was not much younger than he was, but he had grown into luxury and she had grown into poverty and servant hood. Her face glowed in the sun, making him remember her name every time he saw it. Hinata. Always he smiled for her, just for her. He wanted their story to be the most beautiful love story of them all. He wanted her to be happy, safe, comforted, and loved. _

_He narrowed his eyes, he needed her. _

It was amazing how they had grown up to be such different people as they were now. She was so happy all of the time and filled with loveliness pure and bright. Then here he had come and robbed her of that beauty that he did not deserve to take. He pulled the pin from his kimono and stabbed it in her poorly made grave. He was no gravedigger, he was royalty. However, for this once, he would get on his knees for someone other than himself. He would do something for her because she used to have the most beautiful smile. He claimed he hated her, and in many ways, he did. Nevertheless, always, _always_, did he love her, even if he was too blind to see it.

He grew up, he realized, to be filled with such deep grooves of hate and animosity for reasons he was too old to recall. Nevertheless, her face he remembered well as a child. Her face he always remembered. His son thought many things of him, and thought he knew him better than anything. He was wrong. He hid behind masks as he knew she did. He built up his world of hate because she needed someone to hate. He knew she needed something to fuel her passion or else he was afraid she would turn to ash in his hands. It was befitting, in twisted ways that she become the ash he had so painstakingly wished she did not succumb to.

He looked at his sword before throwing it away. Kneeling in front of the grave, he ran his fingers over the hairpins bright colors, a beautiful cherry blossom design on its surface.

"You will never here these words, I grieve. It has taken many, many years to rediscover your laughter. It has taken me a long time to be that boy again. The boy who was simple. Who loved your laugh, who smiled for only you. I am so sorry." He sucked in air and gripped his knees, shaking his head. "I am so sorry. I am sorry you hated me, and I am sorry you became treacherous because of me. I am sorry you had to hide behind so many masks that you lost yourself in them. I am sorry that our son hates us both with passion. I do not know what to do."

He looked away feeling embarrassed. This was all too sentimental, but it was time he said something he should have when he first stole her innocence, "I love you."

He could not help but think of her smile when she was but a child, and he a child too. They were scared then and he was foolish. He took from her the very thing that made her like the brightest flower and the clearest sky. It was her unabashed beauty for being honest, pure, and delicate. Greedily he took these from her because he wanted no one else to claim them.

"I have always loved you. It has been far from apparent but you had the smile of an angel. You were delicate, witty, and courageous. You made me want to become a better oni. You made me want to fight for you and come home to have you run in my arms, beyond relieved I came back to you alive. More than anything else, you made me want to grab the sun by its rays and hold it so you could always be in its radiance. For you shined brighter in the daytime than you did in the night. You were my flower, my sun, my beauty, my radiance, my joy, my hope, my dreams, my aspirations, and my grief. Hinata. Oh, my glorious Hinata, how I long to see your face."

He looked down at his hands digging into his skin through his hakama pants, "How we all wish to go back in time to when life was simple. How I wish I had taken your innocence because you gave it to me, not because I pried it from you. You were more than my porcelain doll because you did not do well on the shelf. You were a hard working beauty, a goddess in disguise. It seems I have found the same beat that you once felt."

_A heart. _

He would live both their lives because somewhere, somehow, he felt he would come to live with courage and not cowardice. He felt he would come to live with honesty and not lies.

"I will live."

The wind roared and he looked to the right where chimes were ringing wildly. It seemed silly, and romantic in ways he would never admit, but he knew she was there. She was chiming at the door of his heart, knocking at his window wanting to come in. She was a stranger wishing to find shelter from the storm. She was a lover who was too impatient to see her lover at a decent hour. She was his wife, coaxing at the fabric of his soul, wrapping her arms around him, and squeezing.

He said the only thing he knew she had long wanted to hear, "You are free."

He was wrong. He had treated her like a prisoner and it was time to let his bird fly. Kazama never could imagine the story he had read, was the story of his parents lives.

Hideo could not stop the smile form on his face when he saw the creature walk slowly near where he knelt. The creature stretched out its wings and flew. Finally, his crane was stretching it wings to fly to a place where it could truly be free.

"_I don't ever want to grow up, Hideo."_

_He laughed and tightened his arms around her waist, coming to rest his head on the crook of her neck. The forbidden act of master loving servant, "Why?"_

_He searched her eyes when she did not respond. He watched her look at the pond and observed her eyes that watched the moon dance on its surface._

"_Because I feel like bad things are going to happen." She looked at him suddenly, delicately placing a hand over his, "I fear we may change."_

_He scoffed, his Kazama pride coming through, "Nonsense. You will always be my crane, and I will always be your dog."_

_She looked at him as if he was crazy, "My…dog?"_

_He laughed and tickled her, causing her to kick her feet in the pond, disturbing its surface. He loved her laugh. "Yes, a dog. I cannot be a crane because I am too stubborn and too hard to be something so delicate and beautiful. I will be the dog that runs after you, and who will gladly give up my fangs if only I could be with you. I will become whatever I have to just to see you smile Hinata."_

_They relaxed again in the other's embrace, Hideo swelling with pride at how he had calmed her with his embrace and words. He could not help but smile when she smiled shyly but serenely at him._

"_I want to be like this…forever." Hideo closed his eyes, letting her lull him to sleep with her beautiful voice._

"_We will be." they gripped one another tighter, "No matter what happens, we will be."_

* * *

><p>I have normally been getting rid of my "explanation" author's notes but I decided to leave this one because, well, I still cry every time I read this…(I am so sentimental guys…I am so sentimental.):<p>

I wanted to end with Kazama's father (Hideo) small story. I wanted to paint him in a different light here. He was not always 'evil' and so twisted. He grew up to be, yes, but I wanted him to have regrets, and longings, and a small motive for the things he does. If you have not figured it out yet, but the story he told Kazama about the dog that laps up water with the crane was always from his experiences of doing it himself. I wanted Chizuru and Kazama's story to align a bit with his father and mother's. However, I want theirs to be the love that worked, and Hideo's the one that failed. However, I want to give Hideo redemption. I want him to become brave again.

Also, the story Kazama told Chizuru was the 'embodiment' of his parent's story, and how ultimately just as Kazama needs to let Chizuru fly away, Hideo had to let his wife fly away. The difference between the two is that Chizuru comes back while Kazama's mother does not.

The last "flashback" for Hideo means a lot to me. I imagine the two of them now, trapped in that place in time holding onto each other hoping time will stand still for them, and that they will live like that forever. I wanted them to have a beautiful love to begin with, and, well, we all know how their love changed.

Man, I cried when I was writing that small story for them…I have come to love Hideo and the stories I will, and have given him. Do not worry though, the next chapter will be filled with some fluff on Kazama and Chizuru's part! (Uh, well as fluffy as it can be at the moment.) Also, sorry if anything seemed OOC. Do not think Kazama is falling for her yet; this is how I am slowly developing their friendship. Kazama seems like once he has a friend, he is loyal to them, and shares with them things no other will hear. The story he shared with Chizuru is a small step in his willingness to open up to her fully. He feels how he feels now because it confuses him that he is coming to worry about how Chizuru sees him. Chizuru will become his first friend.

I hope this made some form of sense.


	8. In Search of Ourselves

**Crane Wings on Windows**  
><em>Chapter Eight — In Search of Ourselves<em>  
>NEW as of February 2015<p>

Some small subtractions and shifting of how I approached certain scenarios has been made. I realize that I am making this story a lot more serious, well much more serious, than before. Humor will have its place but I do not think it has much place in my story as it stands at the moment. In later chapters I feel it will be more present but this more ridiculous stuff that was in this chapter has been altered and mellowed to better fit the Kazama I am painting.

_Update Feb. 28, 2015:_ I fixed the surname problem in this chapter. It may seem weird he refers to "his family name" as Kazama when he is called that but look at chapter one for why this is so.

* * *

><p>"<em>Father puts his foot down on my games forever, so in the marketplace I stay calm and clever."<em> -Miike Snow; **In Search Of**

* * *

><p>Spring gave way to summer and summer gave way to early autumn and nothing had changed. It had been months and still Chizuru nothing had changed. Kazama still looked at her with detachment and now that she was officially released her from the title of servant he paid her even less attention. It was an odd thing to believe but it was true nonetheless. By no longer being required to be in his presence or to do things a servant would he did not care so much what she did. She was now considered a guest of Kazama and had been sleeping the one of the guest rooms thus far.<p>

Currently she was scrubbing the floor because she had grown idle from not doing anything. She cleaned anyways and she helped cook when the staff were behind on some duties. It felt more natural to clean because she wanted to, and not because someone told her to. Oddly, Kazama did not take kindly to her continuing to clean. She would have thought he would not care but now that she was a guest it seemed that it became improper to clean because it was beneath a guest to do so. But Chizuru had nothing else to do and she could not stand doing nothing. Kazama, she noticed, was a man of propriety and formalities. Or maybe it was better to say he did not believe it was honorable for someone to do something not considered part of their station. Even as she scrubbed the floors Kazama sought to make Hozin find something else for Chizuru to do while Kazama did whatever it was that kept him busy. She never knew and she was not given privy to Kazama's thoughts. She suspected that Kazama read often and it was already clear to her he smoked too much. Yet despite these more sedentary suspicions he was always on the move. At times he would disappear from the castle entirely and at other points he would just simply be moving from place to place doing something.

Chizuru had not expected anything from Kazama and since the whole ordeal months prior they had not truly spoken enough for Chizuru to know how she felt about Kazama. Being around him this long made her familiar with certain things but nothing a servant or two could not pick up themselves. It was to be expected. He kept himself distant from her and she had never been broached on the subject about marriage at all. It was almost as if it never even existed. She was fine with not marrying him but it was strange to her that he had not even made explicit dialogue about it. However, the last time she had been in Kazama's presence long enough to even have a somewhat conversation was weeks ago and that was only because he had chided her from cleaning and had placed Hozin as her personal keeper to prevent her from truly doing anything to smear his good name. Hozin was not very good at preventing her from doing so because of her stubbornness.

Something new had developed though since coming here—she was using her oni powers more. She had never truly used them when she was younger and she did not use them in the presence of humans. It was probably why no one would ever be able to mistake her for an oni—because she was very un-like the oni. However she had been beginning to take advantage of her advanced smell and would use it to keep track where Kazama was at all times. It often helped her come up with a plan to appear not to be cleaning, which she often was. It was clear by his analytic expression he already knew she was but it was also true he could not often be bothered to say anything. He would often pause momentarily, look in her direction, and bore down on her with that expression of his that took no extra effort on his part and move on. Often he did not even do that, he just continued down the hallway as if she did not even exist.

Thinking about Kazama had randomly made her think of Hideo, which she had not heard or seen since that time after his wife's death. The visits from the elder oni had stopped, though Chizuru had been witness to only one. On one of Kazama's more talkative days, which was actually just a sentence he actually directed at her, he had informed her that his father and his group were not the only elder oni who visited him from time to time but since hearing about had had happened with his mother, most seemed to be avoiding him at the moment. Chizuru got the sense that he was proud of that.

It made her think even further on Kazama's strange duties. Hozin called many of Kazama's outings as "miscellaneous pointless adventures," but most other outings, Hozin had informed her, were as his duty as lord of his land. Chizuru could not believe and laughed at the strangeness of it but after being reprimanded by Hozin, who was quite fierce when angry, she quieted herself and listened to what he had to say in earnest. She had wanted to get to know him better and this was a ripe opportunity.

Chizuru had thought that Kazama was opening up to her, but it seemed that he had a habit of locking himself in his room, going on miscellaneously pointless adventures (as Hozin secretly called them), and his duty as Lord of his land. She had to hold back a laugh when Hozin had informed her that, but after being reprimanded by him (he was actually fierce when angry) she quieted herself and listened.

_"Chizuru, I should expect from you of all people that you would know that milord does not just run around with that title for no reason. He does have prestige, he is of royal blood, and therefore does have to keep watch over the land he has," he coughed, "acquired."_

_Chizuru looked him in the eye, "The land he conquered, you mean." She did not like the idea but what was done was done and it would not change what many years Kazama had been ruling these lands. From what she could guess they were quite prosperous._

_"Yes, yes, if we're getting technical."_

_"Which we are."_

_Hozin could not stop from laughing at Chizuru's straight face. It seemed he did not have to hide the truth from her and she wanted to know the gritty with the good. Although, Hozin never had an easy time finding something good to praise his for other than being reliably unreliable. Well, that and that Kazama valued loyalty, honor, and pride among anything else in the oni. Hozin admired his lord for that._

_"Either way, Chizuru, Lord Kazama has a duty to both oni and men to keep his lands relatively safe. Although, I will be honest when I say that he used to let a few oni "slip by" to create havoc on men in the area." That had earned him a frown from Chizuru, but quickly informed her that was when he was younger and he had never done it since, he had used the past tense "used" not "does."_

_"So what does he do, then, as a lord?"_

_Hozin shrugged, just as much at a loss as her, "I may be his planner and manservant, but I do not question what Lord Kazama does. All I know is that he leaves for a weekend, and then comes back. If you ask me, there is really no reason for him to do what he does but he is very particular. Wars can come easily, and last long periods, so I can understand, however, the reason he tries to keep major enemies from trying to create chaos in his land. You may frown at him having conquered the lands he owns but he is not negligent of them. He is a good ruler and he strives to keep peace and order in his kingdom. You may see the bad side of him but because of what he prizes above all else, it becomes his duty to protect what he considers his to rule. He may be ambitious and prideful but you must understand that for Lord Kazama—these traits are what make him so diligent at keeping his kingdom safe. He would see it as a slight on his family name otherwise. Being able to protect what is yours to protect is a sign of character and of power. Lord Kazama is complicated and not easy to understand but when you get to know him more you will understand what I mean."_

_Chizuru smiled at him and nodded intently, thankful for his words and his reprimand. Later they had made jokes about Lord Kazama and his sternness and detached behavior, enjoying themselves maybe a bit too much at Kazama's expense._

Chizuru had a wonderful time with Hozin that day and had discovered he was more than the fidgeting, fretting, and worrying man many around the castle claimed him to be. He was highly intelligent, and had a knack with numbers. She assumed that was the reason why he was Kazama's planner; though, what he planned exactly was beyond her. She looked to Hozin as an older brother over the coming months, guiding her down this path she had yet to figure out. She was surprised to realize he was not much older than she was. He was an oni, as she was, but he was so scrawny that most people probably took him for a squirrely man, rather than an oni.

Hozin made it his mission, she discovered, to tell her as much as he could about the customs around the keep and about Kazama in general. It was important anyways to do so considering she would be staying at this castle for a long time to come.

_"Believe it or not, but I am actually the first oni to be a manservant unto Lord Kazama. He preferred to have humans as manservants, as he felt he could dispose of them easier if they lead to trouble. I'm not sure what changed his mind in making me his official manservant, being an oni, but I assume a lot of it had to do with the other one suddenly disappearing. I was currently a normal servant at the time." Hozin smiled a little though, "I must admit, however, that I am glad Lord Kazama trusts me enough to protect his prized possessions. Not many in this keep are allowed free-range of his keep. You and I are the only two still alive who have this privilege."_

_"Does that mean the others died?"_

_Hozin shook his head, "No, actually the only other persons allowed free-range of his house were his parents. That, however, was for different reasons, as one might expect. Lord Hideo is alive but he does not stay in Lord Kazama's castle but if he did he would be given full access just by his very nature of being one, Lord Kazama's father and two, for being the head of the Kazama clan. Such a title requires an unnatural amount of respect, as I am sure you are well aware. Lord Kazama, if nothing else, pays homage to tradition if not the man holding the position."_

She frowned at how easily Kazama distrusted others, but then again, she was overly trusting of people. As Chizuru glanced up she spotted Hozin scurrying hurriedly by her, a frantic look on his face. Chizuru watched him pass her and muttered a concerned, "Hozin," as he scurried by. He stopped briefly and seemed to notice for the first time Chizuru was there. He must have been so flustered he had forgotten to pay attention to who was surrounding him as he sped by.

Hozin came to her side and she cocked her head at his expression, worried about him. "Is something wrong, Hozin? Can I do anything to help?"

Hozin bowed before her, something he was wont to do now that she was a guest. After he righted himself he folded his hands in front of him and looked left and right.

"Well, I am sure you could help but I am concerned for Lord Kazama mainly. He told me to fetch him a new kimono and some more rags."

Chizuru looked confused. "Why does Lord Kazama need those things?"

Hozin's hands twitched and he shrugged his arms wide, a very nervous gesture coming from him. "From what I saw when he had asked for my presence, he was doing calligraphy. Kazama does calligraphy during some of his free time to practice flow, restraint, and art in its truest sense. It is a discipline he taught himself many years ago. It takes discipline and he has always been appreciative of discipline as he finds it a sub-set of what he holds in high esteem." Hozin paused as if what he was going to say next was something Chizuru might not like. "But more to the point, a servant had been serving him tea when she made a mistake and tipped the ink bottle all over him. She is new and a bit skittish around Lord Kazama. She immediately fell to the floor pleading for forgiveness. He must have been in a generous mood for he only glared darkly at her and banished her to work in the fields with other servants who displease him but he does not feel fit to kill. I was present at the time since he had called me to deliver some letters to the messenger."

Chizuru's eyes widened at the ordeal with the serving girl.

"He banished her to field labor for only spilling ink on him?" She frowned and her eyebrows furrowed in discomfort at hearing such a thing.

Hozin sighed, rubbing a hand on his forehead. "Chizuru, you still do not understand—Lord Kazama_ spared_ her. That is cause enough to rejoice. It was fortunate she had spilled ink on him while he was doing calligraphy. He is much more reserved and quiet when he does things he enjoys and often has more patience when people do things he doesn't enjoy. I know it goes against your good nature to even banish the poor girl to hard labor when she had done nothing seriously wrong, but Lord Kazama does not approve of missteps. He can be forgiving on some days but ruthless on others. You must understand, Chizuru, you must if you wish to know Lord Kazama more. Be upset, and do continue to think well of others, but realize that for Lord Kazama to spare a life when it goes against something he views as defiling his person, well, that shows that Lord Kazama has come a long way from his earlier years. Not only that, but it shows something is holding him back more often than not. When I removed the girl from his presence she was weeping, but not because she had been reprimanded, but because she was _alive_. You were very fortunate to be an oddity to the lord and to be privy to what many other servants are not. The girl was not a full-blooded oni and that alone is a grave enough offense. Most servants have a much different outlook on Lord Kazama and when he spares them and only banishes them—they praise the gods for their good fortune. In a way, it is beneficial for both Lord Kazama and the servant. The Lord is rid of their presence and the servant is away from the Lord's. I beg you to extend the understanding you so graciously bestow to those least fortunate than you and those that are not. You do not have to like it but I ask that you do at least understand that me not carrying away a body is enough to praise the gods for. It is enough."

The look in Hozin's eyes told her that he had had to drag many bodies away from Kazama over his years of service. Not only that, but just a few months ago he had to do the same with Kazama's own mother. The circumstances may be considered rare but to Hozin—it was another body he had to burn.

Chizuru may not like what Kazama did but she had to agree with Hozin that it was a blessing he had not killed her at the very least. Chizuru lightly grasped Hozin's hands causing him to startle.

"I will try to understand Hozin, for your sake. I do not agree, I cannot agree, but if there is anything I can do to ease your burden then I shall do so."

Hozin blinked at her for a long moment, his eyes wide. It was clear he did not know what to do with true charity. It was to be expected given who his lord was. After a moment his eyes softened and he bowed low again, removing his hands from Chizuru's.

"You are a wonderful woman, Chizuru. I am glad to have met you in this place when your light is needed the most." He looked back up at her and she smiled brightly at him, happy he thought so of her though it was a bit embarrassing to hear such high praise. "If you would like to help you may, but I fear Lord Kazama will not approve of your assistance given your current status."

Chizuru shook her head. "I wish to help and I am still a guest. It should be all right since I am doing it, in the end, for Lord Kazama, right?"

Hozin smiled at her odd logic but bowed again. His calmer demeanor ebbed back into its busier, fretting one as he led her to where the clean rags were, which she already knew where they were at. Hozin deserted her half-way back to his study but gave her the directions so she would not lose her way. He had to fetch a kimono for Kazama. He warned her to be careful as one of his favorite past-times was ruined and thus he would not be in as pleasant a mood as he had been earlier in the day.

She followed his directions easily enough and when she came to the large double doors she hesitated before opening the door quietly. It had not occurred to her to knock as she was so focused on helping Hozin with what need to be done.

* * *

><p>The scene before her was humorous at least, despite the fact it was terrible to think a servant had been banished because of it. There was not too much damage on the papers spilt seeing as from what Hozin had said it was mainly on Kazama himself. As she glanced where he was it was true he had more ink on himself than on the papers surrounding him. He was currently washing his hands in a tub of water, which Chizuru assumed Hozin had brought to him before he came walking past her. Kazama seemed to be intently scrubbing, and had failed to notice her presence or was simply ignoring her it. Kazama sensed someone behind him and turned to see Chizuru, not Hozin, standing by the door. Kazama managed to keep the scowl from showing on his face as he had asked Hozin to find more rags and bring him a new kimono to change not find Chizuru and bring her to him. He didn't need her here.<p>

He leveled her with a cold look before saying anything.

"What are you doing here?" It was a simple enough question and he expected a simple answer.

For some reason, seeing Kazama with a huge black blob of ink on his kimono but his still dignified and elegant bearing struck Chizuru as funny and she giggled a bit at his perdicment. She could not help herself, it made her chuckle to see him look so disheveled.

Kazama stared at her for a moment with his look remaining intact. He decided to ignore her laughter and turned back to continue washing his hands. He did not feel like wasting his time on her at the moment. His need to be clean came first.

Chizuru's laughter faded and she quietly walked over to him to take the rag out of the bucket and add the new one which was not stained with black ink. She hesitated before looking up at Kazama, a question in her gaze. She hoped he allowed her this. She was trying to be useful after all.

Kazama looked over at her with mild interest before searching her face long enough to find what she was asking him. Smirking a bit, finding her desire to help him amusing in its own right, he extended his hands to her and she gently began scrubbing the ink that was too stubborn to come off by simply washing his hands. She took this time to take in the texture of his hands. Surprisingly they were smooth, and not as rough as she would imagine. She wanted to think it was because he did not do too much dirty work, but that seemed wrong to her. From what Hozin had told her, he did plenty to earn the mild roughness in his hands and it wasn't because he killed people for sport. No, it was probably because he wielded a sword and considering how immaculate Kazama was, it was not unexpected to find his hands still fairly smooth despite the fact he wielded his sword as much as any other samurai. There were a few callouses though but even they seemed smoother than she imagined male hands to have. Of course, most of the males she knew or would have known were not very high up in society.

As expected, Kazama's were bigger than hers were but he had slender fingers that were long and elegant. Again, she was struck by how ethereal he could look at times, even for an oni who often had a more natural charm about them. Of course many of the oni she had met were not considered of royal blood like Kazama's family was a family of pure-blooded oni that stood above the rest. However, despite this more ethereal look and aura, he had a very manly essence about him as well. She had never truly noticed but she had only been really close to him once and she was so embarrassed by his words that she hardly paid attention to his sell.

Kazama observed her washing his hands. She had a focused but more content expression on her face and it was clear she was contemplating something deeply. He was just fine cleaning off his own hands but she was present and if she wanted to clean and work like a servant than he would not dissuade at this. However, her cleaning and fretting about servant chores was not something he encouraged. Being a guest to his clan he could not have her scuffing her knees on the ground and he certainly could not have her doing things that were now considered below her as a guest. He rarely talked to her anymore as he was preoccupied with plans, and other things that consisted of his natural duty as lord of his land. Because it was entering autumn, he was even more busy than usual. His people were worried over crops and grains. The rain had been good to them but there was some minor theft and vandals ruining people's houses for sport. Most of these troublesome guests were not from his own land but were travelers. He let some of his guardsman do what they were supposed to but that did not stop more prominent villages to send him a letter asking for his men as support. He sent a few to handle the situation as was proper but he wished humans were more capable of dealing with thieves on their own.

The point still remained, however, that Chizuru could not keep doing servants work when she was not a servant. He could care less that she desired to do servants work so much as it reflected on his own name and dignity. She was making him seem dishonorable by making a guest clean his floors and polish his silverware when there was no need. Now that she was in his presence he could address the issue presently and be rid of the nuisance entirely. He could then go back to his usual duties and not be distracted by little problems.

"You are no longer required to do the cleaning." She blinked at his statement, but went back to her task of cleaning off his hands, letting him continue. "You will be required to live in my wing of my castle from now on. I did not make you leave beforehand because there was no need and more important matters had arisen."

He removed his hands from hers and went to his desk to begin shuffling papers. However, before he had reached out to begin ordering papers Chizuru lightly grasped his hands and dried them. Her touch was gentle and soft, very different than his mother's rougher hands. Her grip was firm enough to encourage him to cease a moment but still dainty and light. He looked up at her and she removed her hands presently, moving to sit on one of the chairs across from his desk, "But I do not mind helping around the castle." Her reply was half-hearted as though she already knew what the outcome would be but felt she needed to say something regardless.

Kazama looked back up from moving papers around and tossing ones that were drenched in ink, to stare at Chizuru with the look that made her freeze whatever else she was going to say after that. Sometimes being around him in such moments made Chizuru temporarily forget he was an oni with the lazy slither of a snake, but the deadly accuracy of one too. They were not friends and she had just been so wrapped up in the quiet moment that she had not really held her tongue in check. It was not something to really be ashamed about, it was a valid request, but Kazama did not behave the same as other lords.

"You should bite your tongue before I remove it for you. A guest of my castle does not work on their hands and knees for their rent. I may be a heartless bastard, but I have customs I have abided by before you came along. If you want to live here you had best learn them. There is no honor is slaving when it is not your place to slave. We all have a duty to uphold and you forget that yours is no longer to sully yourself with servant's work."

Chizuru frowned before dipping her shoulders in defeat. It was no use arguing with someone who was more like a dictator, or more like, whose code was so rigid in the ways of honor that to do anything less was shameful. Kazama smirked at her before walking around his desk and towards the hallway.

"However, despite you being my guest, I have no intention of entertaining you every day, as you have well guessed." And with that he left Chizuru alone.

She waited till he had gone before she sighed, throwing the rag on the table. She had gotten nowhere with trying to understand Kazama, mainly because he was not around much for her to gain anything about him. Moreover, she had yet to truly resolve the struggle to both hate and smile at Kazama. His ways were set in stone and he preferred to not have them tampered with other people present. It was clear that he may be following the rules of providing for her and allowing her the title of "guest" but he was not the greatest of hosts. He did what was necessary to save his honor but did not proceed to go beyond that because of the kindness of his heart. He remained aloof, standoffish, and often ignored her when he saw her at all. She expected it but yet it still hurt to be thrust to the side, especially now that she was not just his servant.

As she stood to leave, Hozin had made his way a new bucket of water and some more rags in his hands. Clearly he was on clean up duty for the rest of the mess in the study. He smiled at her and bowed stiffly, "My lady."

She frowned at him, but realized that Kazama must have said something to him before he got here.

"Hozin, you will still talk to me as a friend right?"

Hozin blinked and then shrugged at her, "Chizuru I am trying to make an appearance in front of my master. How many times have I told you that it is a great risk onto me that I even call you by your first name without proper formalities? It goes against my nature to speak to you so loosely, as future mistress of the house, and as my lord's guest." He watched her bow her head, still unsure of herself in a place that seemed to not wish her here. Setting the bucket down, and rolling up his sleeves he bowed again, this time in a mocking manner, "My lady."

He knew she was trying to contain her smile, but when she gave up and grinned at him, she bowed her head, "Servant." He chuckled before his squirrely face returned to its normal fretting.

"I suggest you leave and find something to do. I have specific instructions to no longer allow you near the servant's quarters and the cleaning equipment. Maybe you should try reading. Lord Kazama has a great many books and the large balcony you were at with him when his father visited is a quiet place to read. Of course, most places around here are perfect for reading, but you know what I mean. I have seen the Lord reading out there many a times. I have never seen him look more at ease than there, with a book in his hands." He went to scrubbing the table, "You almost forget he is narcissistic and devilish."

She smiled wider at him before bowing and thanking him, scurrying off to find Kazama's library.

* * *

><p>She was beginning to lose hope of ever finding the library, but it was then that she found it. She may have been here for a while but there were parts she still had not even seen, and then some. Kazama's library collection was massive. He possessed many scrolls, books, and maps. She frowned when she thought of the means he probably got them, but put that thought aside. What is done is done. She would take the time and appreciate the books that were here, despite where they originated.<p>

As she scanned the titles of the books, her eyes found a figure leaning on a large window seat. She could not stop from smiling at the sight. So this was what he did when he was not having ink spilled on himself or protecting his lands. He had a book resting on his chest, and his hands folded neatly in his lap, his legs bent due to the width of the bench not being long enough to support his length. His head lightly touched the large window, his hair even disheveled as it was clearly damp. He must have taken a bath somewhere in-between the last time she saw him and now. It had been awhile as she had gotten lost for quite a long period of time.

Randomly grabbing a novel, she decided to leave him be, and sit on some pillows not too far away from him. She thought about reading on the balcony, but it was becoming closer and closer to winter, and she had not clothes that kept the harsh cold from stinging her body. She peered at the book in her hands and smiled. _The Tale of the Sun, and the Face of the Moon_. Her father often read to her from this book as a child. It was a book about the universe, and the myths surrounding them. She loved "The Tale of the Sun." It was different from the story of the gods. This tale was based around a human man who aspired to be like the sun, but in the act of trying to be so: he lost himself and became a monster of hate. This was to be the first oni. The one who tried to be what he could not, and therefore cast aside his life of mortality to rule the world in the depths of darkness as self-punishment for reaching too high and getting burned. It reminded her of the Greek legend told to her by her father of Icarus, except this man did not die because of his foolishness. Before the man had cast his lots with the moon, he had fallen in love with a woman who did not love him in return. That, sealing his fate, caused him to make the deal with the moon.

Chizuru grew saddened by such a tale. It always confused her as to why the man wanted to be like the sun to begin with, but it was just like humans. Oni as well. They aspired to be what they could not, and many set such ludicrous goals that they ended up becoming mad trying to fulfill them. This was just one legend of how the first oni came into being. Some were silly; others were much, much darker. Some were romantic, and others were rather dull. This one had to be one of her favorites however, because try as she might, she always fell for the man who wished to be like the sun. She did love tragedies, and while this was not quite a tragedy, it was close enough. It was the tragedy of her people. That was enough of a tragedy to warrant her pity and sadness.

It struck her as odd, however, that the moon would acknowledge him, but not the sun.

"The moon was to be a symbolism of the darkest places of a man's heart. Corruptible, false, and wicked. He made a deal with the moon because humans are weak. He could not be one thing, so he decided to be the next best thing: the shadow the sun cast. That book speaks of the man turning into the first oni ever to exist. That is why it is said we have two forms, our sun form, to resemble humans, and our moon form, the one that casts a shadow over the person to show their true colors." Chizuru blinked slowly before glancing at Kazama. He was looking at her with the same blank stare he always had, but his eyes were lit up with peaked interest. It seemed he was too excited about the tale to hide the glimmer in his eye. She wondered how he knew what she was thinking but he had told her before she was often an open book. But still, she doubted he could read her thoughts. It may just be he was a good guesser.

Regardless, she smiled at him, thankful for the knowledge and happy to have an answer to her inquiry, "Thank-you for sharing that with me. I never thought of our two forms like that."

Kazama seemed to ignore her and removed himself from his seat. He went to pull a different book from a higher shelf, near Chizuru. When he tossed it at her, she stared at him with curiosity. He pulled his kimono closer together before settling across from her on a different set of pillows. His library had a main area that was clearly designed for reading purposes, even though the library covered the wall as well.

"That book may be dull, but it is interesting if you like history." She stared at him, and then the book. How did he know she enjoyed reading history books? Had she told him? She knew she hadn't.

He smirked before resting a fisted hand on his cheek. "As I have told you many times, you are an open book. Your face hides nothing from me."

Blushing she opened the book and began reading, but she spoke up quietly, "That doesn't mean you are able to know my interests."

He said nothing in reply to her statement so she decided that ignoring him would be just as well for her if he did not wish to discuss the issue with her. She heard him shift his position, and she looked up to see him lounging on the pillows as he had done many times before. His body was stretched out and his right hand supported his head, only instead of a pipe in his other hand, he had a book. She watched fascinated as his eyes flicked back and forth reading the text with quick eyes, though she suspected he was much like the type who memorized everything with a couple flicks of the eyes.

However, that was not what caught her attention. Most of the time his kimono hid his chest from view, but it seemed he decided to wear a loose fitting one or it could simply have been the angle. She suspected it was because he had to change into something since his escapade with the ink-bottle and Hozin had brought him something more loose until he had washed his much nicer kimono. It lay open further allowing her to see his pale flesh. He was well toned, but not overly so, she noted; and that was just from seeing his chest. His chest was surprisingly broad, and it looked firm. She blinked when a book slammed on the floor, and her gaze caught Kazama's. He had a smirk on his face, as he dropped the book, and rested that hand on his hip.

"Um…" she closed her mouth when nothing came out and a blush furiously rose upon her cheeks. She was caught staring and she looked away in embarrassment. She didn't even have a proper defense…she was just curious. She had never really noticed a man's body before. There was her brother and father but they were just that—family. She had never really_ looked_ at a man before and if she had been thinking properly she would have been polite enough to keep her staring to a minimum, if nothing else.

"As much as I know how fascinating I am, and I am flattered to be sure of your interest—I ask that you keep your eyes elsewhere. I cannot read with someone boring their gaze at me." He spoke in a bored manner, but behind it was a hint of amusement. She reddened more at his words and how accusatory they were without him even drawing attention to what in particular she was staring at. It was clear that despite his small hint of amusement he did not truly care that she was staring at him so much as she was irritating him while he read. She quickly turned her gaze back to the book she had propped on her lap in an attempt to hide her embarrassment.

She heard shuffling and only removed her eyes from her book in time to see Kazama's eyes staring at her. She gasped at how close he was. She pushed the book further up as though in an attempt to shield herself with paper. When did he get that close and why? He had both his hands planted on either side of Chizuru's lap, and he was leaning slightly into her. His smirk had since been removed and replacing it was a thin line of neutrality; it did not read anger or frustration nor was it smirking or flirting. Whatever amusement he was getting out of this, he was hiding it, if he was gaining any amusement at all. Maybe he was assessing something about her character though she doubted he needed to do so at such an uncomfortable distance. She prickled at his close proximity, and looked to her right to break his intense gaze. He drew back and looked at her as if seeing her for the first time, "Your face is plain, and you wear no make-up."

Kazama would not admit that he found her sent to be pleasing enough. It was a softer fragrance, one that you had to be near her to smell. He frowned slightly, before retracting back to his spot on his pillows. His curiosity was spent and his musing over. He was curious as to why she often stuck to wearing plain patterns and no make-up to enhance her face. Chizuru seemed content to simply exist without extravagance. It was unusual for him to encounter given that most female he met were determined to impress him with their fine faces, applications of make-up, and dresses made of the finest silks. He was getting bored with this train of thought and so he sat butterfly-style on his pillows and set his book in his lap, running his hands over the cover, remembering every groove. He remembered the day he bought this book and he could already picture as his hand glided over the surface where two scratches had been made in the book. The book had been given a rough life before it entered Kazama's library but in those scratches he felt a story all its own. Narratives he saw in everyday life, not just in people but in objects. Everything had a foundation, a history, a context and he admired oni who were able to dwell on their role in the world.

Chizuru placed her book down and decided to look at the library as a whole, deciding that if she ignored Kazama for a moment she could truly being to calm down. He had acted strangely a moment ago and she left him to brood or mull over his book. The shelves of the library that held the books in place were a dark cherry wood making the place feel warm and intimate. The light hit the shelves just right to give them a beautiful brown glow. She could see the dust particles glisten in the sun's rays and let her gaze follow the suns destination to a few books on a large pedestal.

Kazama followed her gaze before looking at his library himself. Everyone who came here assumed each book was stolen, taken from other people by force, or taken from random places. However, this place was his honesty. This was the only place in his castle that did not have a single item that was fabricated to look a certain way—here his library allowed for rawness and exposure. He did not believe he had vulnerabilities but nonetheless, this library was his soul laid bare. Each book he took great time scouring to find, each piece of furniture he either built, or had commissioned if he did not purchase it. He admired the Westerners vision of style and had since commissioned many of them to build what was now his library. He spent many of his days here and the large windows that allowed for natural light to enter were almost floor to ceiling windows. This library was fit to cater to all of what Kazama admired in its rawest, naturalist sense.

As his gaze again caught the large book Chizuru was staring at, he mentally frowned. That was the book of his family's history. Facts, numbers, percentages. Some pages even had illustrations of his past generations. This book was passed down from generation to generation. Each son, or daughter if no son was born, had to write his own history of his life. Most wrote in it near their deaths, or when they remembered. Kazama, however, wrote in it each day if he could. His love of writing often made him long to write more in it if he could. He did not fudge what happened either, and that was the one place his true feelings, thoughts, and ideas bleed to. Some of his relatives had 'slightly' altered certain incidents, but Kazama provided only the facts. He just hoped his son would do the same.

His father had passed it down to him after he Kazama had secured his realm. Most family clan leaders passed it down upon their death or if they passed their namesake to their son but Kazama's father had been not particularly interested in the book and had contributed little in the scheme of other oni in his line.

During his musings, Chizuru had since lost interest in the giant novel, deciding that if it was set apart from the others, it meant "do not touch." After all, before she had come here Kazama had no reason to mark it as do not touch, nor did he have to worry about prying eyes. She would give him some respect and keep her curious eyes elsewhere. He may have been rude, and harsh, but he did provide her with shelter regardless now of the reason why. She had taken it upon herself to stand up and glance at the titles of each novel. She found that he had them organized by category, and the author's last name if it was known or else it was arranged by title. He collected all of the history books together, and separated them by subject. She wondered how much time was taken to do all of this, and if he had even done it himself.

Kazama stared at Chizuru out of the corner of his eyes as she walked around observing authors and categories. It was clear by the way her lips were pursing and how she eyed his books that she was most likely wondering where they had come from and if he had worked on this place himself. It was a puzzle many wondered upon entering this part of his wing. He rarely disclosed it to people. He let them believe what they wanted of him but he could not have his future mate believe the lies simply to feed into her over black and white mentality of his character. It would prove irksome later.

"I find it distasteful you think everything in here was not done by my own hands or was not acquired in legal ways. You think you are above it all that you would do nothing so sinister, however, I have seen the darkness in your heart." Chizuru tried to ignore him. That fueled him to press farther. "For your satisfaction, you'd like me to say that I got all of these books from others: stealing them, and taking them from others whether they were willing or unwilling; that I manipulated them to give into my demands. However, I cannot pacify you in this way. Each book upon my shelves was bought in markets, from booksellers, or given to me from my mother's collection." Kazama eyed her carefully when he heard Chizuru whip her head to look at him.

"Do not assume everything as if you know anything about me. What you know about me was what I have let you believe about me. Try to use the brain that was given to you. Do you think I would be so devious about everything in my life? Do you believe that I am even devious at all? I wonder if you believe such things because I have no qualms with killing others and that I am not nice to people in the manner you expect or encourage. It seems you have painted a very beautiful picture of me, Chizuru."

His voice kept his normal inflections and pace, slow and calculating. His voice was thoughtful and ever self-reflective, as if the moment he was speaking he was analyzing his speech while he was in the process of uttering it. Yet it was sure and unerring. It was clear he was being sarcastic at the end but it stung Chizuru…how it stung.

She felt terrible. Her father pointed out, at one time, this to her as well. He had told her that her assumptions of others would be her downfall or at the very least cause her great troubles. While she was in-tune to others emotions well, her ability to decipher their actions, and judge them accordingly was lacking. A bad person was always a bad person to her, and here before her stood one of the worst of them all in her mind—he killed almost for sport, he had no compassion for others, he kept slaves as though they were things and not persons, and he looked down on others simply because he believed them to be lesser than he. Yet here she stood in a place that proved she knew nothing about him despite these things. In-fact, all that she had learned about him, and based her opinions of him were from his own words. His words seemed to paint him as devious and conniving, as though everything he earned in life was stolen. He had the attitude of ne'er-do-wells whose goal in life was to make others miserable. But if that was the case, at least in its fullest since, why would he not be pushing his influence further and further in such a way as to gain power quickly. Instead he worked the land, he trusted those villagers around him to till the land to bring good harvest. He was a lord and though he had conquered the land he owned, was it not also true that most of the land she had called home was at one point conquered or upheaved by internal strife? Could she really compare him to such deplorable standards but then not see it in the places she had trafficked.

She knew he was no saint, and he proclaimed that well as he himself admitted, but he was also not all she had assumed him to be either. If nothing else, this place proved that.

If there was one thing Kazama hated more than humans, it was people assuming things about him that were not true, or assuming that everything he did was a hidden motive to destroy them. While, he would admit that most they assumed was true to a degree, he did not think he deserved everything they threw at him. He only let the humans believe all they did because it kept them from his keep and away from him. The person standing across from him, however, he would have to deal with the rest of his life. Regardless of whether he loved her or not, she was to be his wife, and she had better come to respect who he was.

He stood as well, setting the book in his lap aside, and pulled a book from the shelf above her head.

"Like books, you cannot know their worth until you open their pages and read them. Some things must be discovered on your own and with the rigor it requires to uncover them. If you are going to be in my keep, then learn to understand its keeper."

He shifted a few pages before placing the book back on its shelf, his analogy done and his desire to explain things to her at its end. Chizuru at this point was ashamed. Here again she realized how foolish she could be.

"I…I'm sorry."

"You are pathetic to think that apologies will suffice this transgression against me. However," he backed away from her and moved to the shelves across the room, "it will do for now." The look Kazama gave her was to remind her of this. His look was hard, and menacing. For once he stepped out of his detachment to show her the true monster lurking within that made her uncomfortable.

"Find Hozin and bring him to me, I seek his assistance in adjusting this kimono."

She was his guest and thus it was not entirely right to ask her do something a guest should not but he wanted her gone and she seemed quite all right with being bossed around.

With that, Chizuru walked out of the room, the book he had told her to read long forgotten on the floor. Kazama lifted it up and as he went to put it back on the shelf, he sighed, pulling it back towards him. Flipping it open, he skimmed its pages, already memorized inside his head. He supposed he could give this to her later. She may be lacking in reading actions and emotions as well as him, but a voice in the back of his mind wanted to believe it was because of experience. He was, after all, older than she was. Besides, he would admit, if only to himself, that if anyone could take his criticisms and actually listen to them: it was she. She had passed his test previous and had showed she was willing to work for her own protection and honor.

He turned the book in his hands once more, immersed in the texture and form of the book. Begrudgingly, he decided he would visit her this night to give her some books from his personal collection he thought she might enjoy. He had an ulterior motive as well—he hoped it would keep her from cleaning his floors.


	9. The Sun and Moon Circle Slowly

**Crane Wings on Windows****  
><strong>_Chapter Nine — The Sun and Moon Circle Slowly_  
>NEW as of February 2015<p>

There are some more significant edits in the latter half of this chapter. I gave Hozin especially more rigorous thoughts regarding where Kazama and Chizuru stand currently. He is, after all, the servant that sees all and is privy to both of their thoughts and manners. I am making Hozin less goofy and more serious but I hope now and again his more fidgety and flightiness comes through which may provide comic "relief." But do not expect much…I am really putting serious gravity in this story not as much present in my other stories.

_Update Feb. 28, 2015:_ I fixed the surname problem in this chapter. It may seem weird he refers to "his family name" as Kazama when he is called that but look at chapter one for why this is so. Also, the reason Kazama doesn't tell Chizuru his first name (or to even call him by that name) is because that is the name he has "adopted" until he feels he has done something for his clan. Chizuru will eventually call him by his first name-just not right now; she doesn't even know what his first name is.

* * *

><p><em>"I called it the moon scene,<br>It is a cruel dream,  
>At the end of my day your gravity reaches<br>Such a long way._

_All that we share is the view of these stars..."_

"Moonsea," by Phidel

* * *

><p>The rest of the day passed on with a listlessness Chizuru wished would leave her. She had done nothing of interest and merely wandered around Kazama's castle like a wraith seeking out something long lost to the ages of time. She felt like a lost soul trying to find its way back to its home and family—she wandered so unsatisfied. It was amazing to Chizuru how much she relied on domestic activities to entertain herself. What was more amazing was that she wanted to do them now more than ever since she had been free. It was a reminder of what she had once had and it was, in its own way, a distractor from whose halls she now treads. But the day went on and because Kazama had directly remarked for her to leave off cleaning she obeyed. She was stubborn but it would do no good to anger Kazama for the sake of washing dishes or cleaning floors. She may take pleasure in it but she would concede to Kazama and his desire for her to not be seen as a servant when she was not one anymore.<p>

At one point in her wandering around Chizuru had thought about returning to the library while Kazama was not around to grab some books to read. But that did not appeal to her when she finally went into her new room and laid upon her large bed, suddenly feeling her eyelids close in sleep. When she awoke, amazed that she had fallen asleep, and by the looks of where the sun was in the sky she had slept for a decent length of time. She could not fault herself for sleep, though, as she felt much more rested and refreshed than she had in days. As Chizuru put her feet on the floor, feeling the chill work through her in a strangely pleasant way, she observed her room. This room was new to her, of course, and it seemed to be even more luxurious than her previous room. This room was of the same size as Kazama's and most of the set up was the same except that the windows were behind her bed, not on the opposite wall like Kazama's room. Her room was also not on a dais but was instead level with the floor. And though the room was luxurious in its decorations it was still simpler than other rooms she had seen. It was much less gaudy and aired on the side of simply displaying the furniture in its natural beauty rather than with gilded decorations. The room felt bound to earth and seemed just as a part of the nature outside as could ever be felt in a room. The walls were painted in an auburn that was enhanced by the sun shining upon the walls. It was close to evening and so the sun was finally waning itself to sleep. In a few more hours it would completely disappear from sight.

But Chizuru directed her gaze back to the furniture and other accessories. The wood of the furniture in her room was dark, similar to the shelves and woodwork done in Kazama's library. She noticed her bed was smaller than Kazama's as well but still was large enough for two or three people to lie side by side and be comfortable. Her pillowcases and sheets were a rich red which accented the auburn well and made her feel perpetually in a state of autumn. Getting up, she began glancing in drawers and peeking in the large closet she had. She was surprised to see it was full of a wide assortment of clothes in her size. Some of the kimonos were of very simple patterns and designs but then others were more elaborate and decorated. Others still were plain colors if the wearer desired to simply show how the color played well on their features. Chizuru smiled slightly despite her normal disinterest in fashion. She touched a few kimonos, reviling in the feel of them. They were nicer than anything she had worn, not including what she had been provided these past few months. She had gone back to simple solid colors and plain patterns.

When Chizuru exited the closet and had inspected the bathroom that would be hers, she sat in front of a vanity dresser, observing the small mirror that was polished to perfection. Upon the dresser were an odd assortment of knick-knacks and make-up. She saw tones of mainly rich hues such as red, greens, and golds. There were other colors though as well such as blue, brown, and a very beautiful murky brown that reminded her of misty days when the sun was just peaking over the horizon and the cranes were calling. She looked to her left to see a tall dresser of thin cabinets. She got up and began shuffling through them and found out that they housed hairbrushes, combs, and pins to adorn her hair. There were also some cords and other forms of jewelry to not just decorate her hair but her neck, wrist, and ears. Just like with the kimonos, some of the hair pins and accessories were simple and plain while others were elaborate and intricately woven together to be pieces of complicated artwork. The colors ranged from crimson red to pearly white. She could not help but feel spoiled and though this was a bit overwhelming there was a part of her that was excited to see so many beautiful things and realize that she was allowed to wear them at her pleasure. She had never had so many accessories or kimonos or pins. Her family was of moderate wealth and spent most of their money on food and less frivolous things.

As she lifted an ebony pin from its red velvet resting place she looked up quickly, a scent wafting to her nostrils. She recognized the smell—Kazama. Her had a distinct aura about him that she doubted she could mistake him for someone else. Chizuru quickly settled the pin back in its place as if she had been caught doing something. She slammed the draw shut just in time for her one of her doors to be opened and Kazama appeared. She had since turned and was walking towards the door. Just as she was approaching the doors, Hozin followed Kazama closely, a large stack of books in his hands and a small smile worming its way on his features.

"Lord Kazama would like to present you with some..." he trailed off trying to find the right word, his squirrely face scrunching in the effort. "…books, for your pleasure." Hozin put the books in Chizuru's hands and bowed to her before leaving. It was clear Hozin wanted to say more but he had thought better of it and had simply just left instead. The look on his face made Chizuru aware that he would most likely be mumbling to himself down the hall the entire way back to the servant quarters. She had noticed he often had a habit of talking to himself when he thought no one could hear him.

Once Hozin had left, Kazama lifted the top book from the pile Chizuru had set on her chair by her vanity and placed it gently into a small bookcase Chizuru just now noticed, let alone noticed it was empty. She turned and fingered the top book while looking nervousness in Kazama's direction, not sure what to do with this gift.

"These books were selected to leave my collection to start your own." He grimaced as if what he was going to say next was going to be detrimental to his health. "If there is a book you would like to read, do not hesitate to ask me. I will find it in my collection or go find it from the market."

Chizuru smiled politely at him, "Thank-you very much! I do not know what to say…"

Kazama closed his eyes and stuck his arms in his kimono sleeves, his face now returned to its neutral state.

"Then say nothing. Silence is not a bad thing, especially in your case."

His insult was ignored, and Chizuru quietly approached him. She bowed slightly before him and then returned to her natural height, "Still, this is a wonderful gift from the Lord."

Kazama opened his eyes and looked down at her with that piercing stare he sometimes directed at her when she had faltered in talking to him. It was similar to his calculating stare which often was not far behind from the stare he was leveling at her right now.

"I am not like my father; Kazama will do in such settings." She blinked at his words. She was not sure what to do with such words just as she was not sure what to do with the books he had brought her.

This whole book exchange made Chizuru feel it was Kazama's way of apologizing for what he had said earlier. Chizuru shook her head slightly and clasped her hands together, bowing slightly to him.

"You have done nothing wrong. What you said in the library is true, I am ashamed to say. You must not give me these as an apology for what was spoken!"

Kazama had been putting more of the books away since Chizuru seemed stunned silent. If he was any other oni he may have jumped at her sudden enthusiasm. Instead, he slammed a book into the bookcase, causing Chizuru to jump at the action. He was becoming use to her random bubbling up of emotion when he was in her presence. Her words, however, irked him.

"I did not come here to apologize. I do not regret what I spoke to you nor are these books as a sign of shame. I am doing this because I want to—nothing more."

The smile that spread across her face was not what he expected. She always seemed to find something pleasant in the strangest things. He put one final book in the shelf, moved another over to shuffle a group of authors before another and then looked over at Chizuru.

"If you are satisfied with this then I shall depart. Dinner will be presented in the dining room. We have business to discuss."

With that, Kazama turned on his heel and stalked out of the room his back poised and rigid and his gait graceful and silent.

Chizuru watched the door close and continued to smile at him. She found it heart-warming to think that each of the books he had brought to her he had thought over. Each one he had thought with her in mind. It was something that made her heart quicken a bit though she was not sure why. Maybe it was because it was the first time she could truly say that Kazama had done something simply out of the benefit of the other. Well, she knew there was probably a hint that she should spend time reading instead of cleaning, but the gesture still held, gleaming in the sunlight like a beacon of hope. This gestured proved, if not to Kazama himself, to her, that he had within him a considerate nature and acute awareness of others habits, likes, dislikes, and interests. He may not know her well but it was clear he had taken in everything she had said and gauged it in his intellectual mind. She would not be surprised if he could not forget anything considering he seemed to be able to know just when to say something good or bad. It was as if he was always one step ahead of the conversation and was already aware of where the conversation would go. She believed that some of this was because Kazama was obsessively concerned about where things fit in the scheme of his plans and role in society.

After putting the rest of the books in the bookshelf, making sure to follow Kazama's strict organization, she walked into her closet to change. Having so many possibilities of what to wear was a bit too much to take in and thus Chizuru wanted to ensure she acclimatized herself with so many choices. She did not want to wear anything fancy but she did want to try and not be so plain tonight. She did not even process the fact that, in a way, her dressing up on her own was a response to Kazama's own gesture of extending her a way to not be so alone in his castle.

* * *

><p>Kazama let his pipe soothe him as he mused about nothing in particular. Dinner was quiet, and for that, he was grateful. Chizuru seemed to be less awkward in his presence, but he knew she was only just so because she had something to distract herself. She fidgeted less which made him less annoyed. She still annoyed him with her insipid personality, but it was improving—if just slightly. What surprised him, however, was that she had decided to wear a much more elaborate kimono to dinner than she often did now that she was not his servant. She had also put up her hair in a more elaborate pattern. It was not so much that it was obvious that she was trying to gain something from him, but it was clear that she had desired to dress more formal for such a business gathering. In a way, he was slightly proud she had matched the occasion with a change in attire. Maybe she was not so hopeless to her oni heritage after all. His musings did not last long however one, because he did not have enough interest to continue down these thoughts and two, because he had other things to discuss.<p>

Kazama had been able to work through some of his initial plans in the future of his desire to make his name known even more throughout Japan, to begin thinking of his eventual marriage to Chizuru. Kazama knew he would not marry for love and it though the entire process and disgrace would irk him to his grave, Kazama knew his lot could be much worse. What he needed was a healthy, pure-blooded oni to bare him healthy children and further his plans of making his family name recognized throughout Japan. It would increase his affluence and power without even having to do anything detrimental. The only true desire he wanted out of his mate, besides her ability to bear him children, was that he could tolerate her well enough. Powerful oni were hard to find and even less of them were women, who would be ideal candidates for being his mate. Kazama's family was the last true royal oni household to grace the lands, and the other families well known in his circle were high, good families, but currently none of them had any female children. That left him to scour in the middle-class oni families and these were often the ones that came to him, whom many of them were servants now or had been sent home because of one thing or another. Some were half-blooded and thus would not suffice for his needs. This arrangement allowed Kazama at least some hope in his future children. He was not going to let his bloodline cease because of his parents ineptitude or because few family houses were intelligent enough to even make him take mild interest in them.

As he glanced at Chizuru, he knew he could tolerate her in small amounts. Her constant smiling and happy attitude made his attitude that much more sour, though he was giving her too much credit. He was hardly affected by her constant happy moods but was merely uncertain as to why she constantly felt the need to smile. In other ways she had gained some courage to be upfront to him about issues ever since he tried to choke her, but she still kept most of her thoughts to herself which he thought was fine. Though it hardly mattered as he could read most of her thoughts on her face, she was such an open book. Such honesty he found easy to take advantage of. Many seemed to believe he did not prize honesty but that was not the case. He did not approve of liars or swindlers, it was degrading and it would be below him to lie for any reason. What annoyed him of Chizuru's idea of honesty was that it left the self-unguarded and vulnerable. Such ignorance could cost a man his life. Moreover, such recklessness could be the downfall of a nation or family clan. He knew simply from the records recorded by his ancestors in the book sitting in his library. Some family clans no longer existed for such unguarded policies. No, Kazama was honest but he was cautious and always analyzing a situation to ensure he always had the upper-hand. He may not seem the type to be cautious but Kazama was cunning and clever and made sure he thought over an issue and situation thoroughly enough to make sure everything he did was perfect.

Moving his plan along by a small margin would allow Chizuru to know where they stood because he did not need her to begin to develop ideas that were false. He was still a ways off with actually sealing their marriage but such as it was it was important that Chizuru at least be conscious of what their future would be. He may be a reader of romances and other such literature but he had no ridiculous notions himself and he expected that Chizuru have no either. This was a business relationship, a means to an end. She was a tool to forward what he needed to forward. It was not her personally that he desired—it was what she would represent in the future when she had bore him sons and daughters. She was easily replaceable, well relatively given the current state of pure-blooded oni of higher status, and if she did not fill the role he needed someone else would. Thus, it was not her personality specifically he desired. Besides, even his mother had used this girl as a tool to forward her own goals and end. In the end, Chizuru was merely a pawn in a game and was easily movable. However, if he wanted the best results and the best use of his pawn he needed said pawn to be well aware of what their purpose was.

Kazama set his pipe down but did not remove his hand from his cheek as he began talking to Chizuru. Chizuru, in turn, looked at him when he began to speak and Hozin had left the room.

"As you already know we are soon to be mates." He saw her blush at that, but ignored her gaze. "What we must discuss are the basics of this partnership."

He waited until he saw her nod before he continued.

"Unlike what you think marriage is for, in the Kazama family it is one of business, especially now given the circumstances of our marriage. We do not marry for love, or at least, not in the past few generations. You will not consider our marriage as two lovers uniting but instead as two onis making a solemn pact to forever spend their lives together for the sake of our race. Do not confuse my words, and do not lead yourself to believe feelings will develop with time.

Like any marriage, you will have no lover but me as I will have no lover but you. This is honorable and just and will be upheld. I will not have my family name be defiled by an adulterer or a woman who cannot understand the importance of her own body and role in her family. Have pride in yourself and seek only to do what is honorable for the sake of your family. Such is the oni way and you will uphold it or I will slay you where you stand."

Chizuru could not think of herself as someone to not be devoted to someone once she married them but what made her nervous was not so much the notion of adultery as the notion of how casually he spoke of killing her for such a transgression. It would be clear he would hold no guilt or remorse for killing her, even if it was because she had slept with a man not her husband. She did not believe that such an act did not deserve punishment but his constant solution for things was to kill the person. It was a horrible way to think of something and it constantly made Chizuru on edge that if she had one misstep that she could pay for it with her life.

He continued, "When the ceremony takes place, you will spend your nights with me for many weeks. After you have conceived then you may stay in whichever room you like."

Chizuru looked away not believing she could do what he was asking of her. He threw it around as if it was such a casual matter, but it was not. Not to her at least. She could barely even wrap her head around marrying someone like a business transaction. It made her life cheap and easily replaceable. It was a horrible feeling to experience.

"Despite your hesitations, with time you will grow to enjoy yourself. In regards to your social obligations, you have a duty as soon to be head of this keep to look, and act the part. Regardless of whether the people I protect like me or not, you must show me respect. My father is one for formalities and must be addressed in the proper form. If any disrespect is detected, either on purpose or by accident, there will be no excuses. As I told you before, excuses are pointless in this household because what is done cannot be undone. Despite what you say, it will not change the fact it has happened. Excuses make it seem you are not at fault and therefore are not responsible."

He stared at her with an intense stare, "I do not like liars, and I hate people who cannot own up to their actions. If you make it a habit to be honest and upfront then I will do the same. Liars may prosper for a season but their roots wither and die and will not outlast the honest crops whose roots grow stronger even in the midst of strife. If you remember those words, you'll live well here and will fulfill what is required as a wife of the Kazama clan."

She gulped, but nodded, the only thing she felt she could do at the moment. He closed his eyes and tilted his head, no longer needing to drive his point home with a purposeful stare.

"As I addressed earlier, you may refer to me as Kazama in private. In public, it is Lord as that is my current title. Since I do not entertain company often, you do not have to deal with this issue often. I prefer you keep your relations with my servants professional. However, as I know of your fondness of my manservant, I will allow him to address you as he pleases in private. No other, especially not a human, may do so. This is only being permitted because I have found Hozin worthy to uphold the dignity and honor required for his position. However, be warned: not every servant I keep is as loyal as my manservant is. As you were, most have been sold to me from trusted individuals. All women you see here were at one time candidates for the position you are lucky enough to have or were sold to me in the hopes of being such a candidate. As you seem to have a problem with doing nothing, find a hobby, go on a walk, read a book, or so on. I do not have time to coddle you every day nor do I wish to. Learn to entertain yourself. You are not permitted to clean my keep nor are you allowed in the servant's quarters unless I give you a reason to be." He placed his pipe back in his mouth, satisfied she knew most of what was to be expected of her. He needed a smoke, and he was glad to have his pipe in his hands again. It had been a few days since he last had it but now he was glad to taste its delights on his tongue.

He released some smoke from his mouth, moving his pipe from his mouth briefly, "Do you understand?" When she gave her consent, he moved the pipe back into his mouth, satisfied that all had gone well.

* * *

><p>"<em>The man, desperate, struck a bargain with the moon. If he could gain a piece of what it was like to be even just the shadow cast by the sun, then he would be satisfied. The moon, coming down to hear what man had called her name so fervently, gave to him one of the hairs on her head and spoke with a crafty fluidness, "This is to be your bond. Break it, and you will fall from my graces. Thus forth you shall be called oni, and dwell in the secret places of the world. When you are farthest from the sun's goodness, and your body heavy, your hair will encompass my likeness, and your eyes will beckon forth this pact; horns to be born on your face to show your wickedness. You will chase no longer after the sun for death will swiftly follow your kin. Here then I say: do not look upon the sun! Go then and be like my heart that longs to forever chase after its lover, but cannot find its way. Just as I play chase, you too shall play chase with your mind. You are neither man nor beast. You cast no lots with the birds and you do not scurry with the rats. Go now, and be in woe, for this is your bane to live in exile. Lament, lament, first oni of the Moon."<em>

_The man, now born forth as oni, proceeded to lament his woes to his mistress as she returned to the sky to set. Thus, when the moon is high and bright, it is then the man may meet his mistress to again lament to her of his bargaining with her. Thus was written the age of the oni, set forth by the Moon to catch the Sun and his shadow never again to gaze upon the Sun, who is full of goodness."_

Chizuru glanced up from the book and closed it. Sometimes the moon was a symbol of peace and tranquility, of ever soothing light, and at times, such as in this legend, the moon was a jealous goddess who did all she could to steal from the sun.

_Two forms. _

Was there a way to ever be an oni born from the sun? She sighed, tired of thinking about it.

Glancing at the other books beside her, she picked up the surprisingly thin book Kazama had tossed to her earlier that day. It was a history of their language from what she had gathered thus far. She peered at it briefly before setting it back down beside her on her bed. She took this time to reflect on everything.

It seemed that Kazama had finally decided it was time to begin preparing for her soon to be marriage. How soon she did not know or could fathom. Soon to him could mean months, weeks, or years. She suspected it would still be a ways off which would bring her comfort considering she was still not yet ready for such a commitment. She doubted she ever would be ready for such a commitment given these circumstances but it seemed fate had dealt her verdict. Chizuru had not read, or seen much, from the letter that sealed her future but it was clear that it was a binding contract that not even Kazama could break. Even if he could break it, if it was not an honorable way then she doubted he would do it anyways. Yet she could not fully comprehend what he meant by honorable. She did not find it honorable to kill a person for ruining your shirt but to Kazama that seemed plausible. It was clear that Kazama's idea of honor, though not far from hers in some respects was selfish and self-driven.

Chizuru rubbed her eyes, she was tired. Listening to Kazama talk about unpleasant things had made her exhausted, not to mention her reading so late into the night was a driving factor for her sudden wave of tiredness. Blowing out the candle, she decided she'd think about her concerns on a different day, preferably one where it was not so late out.

* * *

><p>"Lord Kazama, it is late, do you wish rest?"<p>

Hozin had been by his lord for many hours as Kazama had a book in his hands, his pipe long forgotten in the midst of the tale he was reading and was currently sitting next to his bed on his side table. Hozin had journeyed in and out of his lord's room while he read to clean and had straightened up everything for the evening. Normally he did not invade his master's privacy but tomorrow he made his trip to the forest to his favorite market, hidden from most people on the outskirts of the woods. It was an odd place for a market, but when his lord returned he had many fair trinkets most of which were books. Hozin had to smile though that his lord was so adamant about buying books where no one could see him. It was true, though, that his lord had often found the books he sought more often in less well-known markets than any others. Hozin gathered that another reason his master did not seek to be in the eyes of so many while he searched for things of personal significance. It was as though learning Lord Kazama read was going to change the fear instilled in his subjects. Lord Kazama had lived too long for that to ever change—that fear. Even children feared him, for they were born from their parents who had this fear and learned to respect the lord and his wishes. Some, he reflected on Chizuru, stood fast despite the gnawing fear.

Yet it was also true that his master enjoyed not being in the spotlight of so many people at once, despite the fact he had an ego. No, his lord was a private one who kept his thoughts just as private. While his seclusion was not out of fear or laziness, it was still a well-known fact that Lord Kazama valued his love of literature as a thing to be known to a select few. Hozin was not sure entirely why he wished this to be so as everyone did not doubt his intelligence and literacy. But such thoughts should be left to others who had the time to dwell on them. Hozin did not.

Bu still Hozin worried about his lord. The dealings with his mother were ill indeed and he worried Lord Kazama was pushing himself to do something that would only cause harm to both parties, Chizuru and Lord Kazama. Hozin liked Chizuru and did not want to see her harmed or hurt simply to fulfill the honor of a binding seal that had forced his master to act. Nonetheless, Hozin knew his lord's mind well enough and deep within that pit of darkness was a small quiver of light that hoped he could avoid the marriage altogether. Hozin was sure that Lord Kazama still desired no wife at all. He knew his lord's desire to further his clan, it was obvious to anyone close enough to him to interact with him longer than a week, but by the way his lord behaved he seemed to rather remain solitary and free to choose exactly when something must be done without someone else nagging at him.

Hozin sighed when Lord Kazama continued to ignore his concerns to go to bed, he was more of a child than people realized. He sat near his master's bed waiting for him to respond to his initial question. While he waited he continued to dwell on what was transpiring.

Love was something foreign to his master that he did not know how to please a woman properly nor did he know how to comfort them and, in the end, made the women upset. Of course, his lord wanted nothing to do with love anyways and thus it was no surprise he discarded women's emotions at the tip of the hat. If the emotion or words did not further his agenda then they were useless. Love, in his lord's eyes, was a useless thing that should be handed down to lesser men. Love inhibited his lord's ambitions and his plans to make his clan great but Hozin did not think that way. Hozin believed that it was love at its purest, deepest root, that made a people great. He believed it the ultimate connector of ultimate good but it had to be nurtured and fostered correctly. It needed to be handled rightly and not mishandled, even by people with good intentions. But what Lord Kazama wanted was a tool to get him what he needed. Hozin realized this mentality inevitably came from the parents he had. Both were terrible in their own right and had such a tangled view of love that it was amazing his lord had not ended up just becoming insane under the pressure of their raging, hatred, and false faces. His lord had witnessed "love" at its darkest and most manipulated form. It was no wonder that Lord Kazama felt love to be an inhibitor and a waste of time. In his mind it simply corrupted the mind or, at worst, it prevented either party member the means to do as they needed to do as head of their family line.

Lord Kazama was clearly in tune with what could please a woman to do what he needed of them but his lord rarely stooped to such a level as to flirt or manipulate a woman's mind in such a way. After all, in his lord's eyes that was dishonesty. If he did not find the virtues he flirted about in the woman he flirted with then in his mind he had done himself wrong. His lord was, in all respects, a rigid character when it came to anything of love, romance, flirting, or seduction. His lord knew them, at least to some degree, but did not find them appealing in any form. Hozin would have been glad that his lord did not go around seducing women to his bed but Hozin felt his lord was still missing a big fundamental aspect of his life that would make the world more than a mere end goal in the pursuit of something he felt was greater.

Yet here Chizuru had come and had made his lord hesitate in trying to figure out what her entire motivation was. Oh, Hozin knew Lord Kazama had figured out Chizuru's basic drive and instincts and found them repulsive because she was such the opposite of him. Where his lord sought to use people as tools, Chizuru sought to only be a helping hand—she thought of others as worth more than her own life and if she had to sacrifice her happiness for the joy of another than she would see it done. Lord Kazama would rather sacrifice other's happiness and convenience for the sake of his own. His lord may seek honorable things, which were good in and of themselves, but the way he handled them was where the problems arose. Chizuru, on the other hand, found worth in honesty for its own sake. She found love worthwhile because she understood the root of it in its untainted form. Chizuru valued the same things as Kazama: respect, pride, honor, and dignity, but for entirely different reasons. Chizuru valued them for their intrinsic worth and ability to make the world a better place that was shining bright and true. His lord valued them for how they functioned in his world to ensure that his family name was well known and held in high regard. Hozin knew his lord was not entirely wrong to seek to ensure that his family name not be smeared and Hozin respected that his lord did not do underhanded things simply to see himself prosper. But that did not discount that his lord did not even bat an eyelash should he need to eradicate someone from the picture if they no longer seemed honorable or worthy to be in his presence.

Everything his lord did was self-based, though that made his lord extremely self-aware in most aspects of his life. Chizuru, on the opposite end, did everything that was selfless based which made her less aware of her own feelings and could, possibly, make Chizuru easy to walk over. That was what Kazama feared by such honesty—was that it was too much of a vulnerability to his person. Lord Kazama respected himself and his worth too much to be exposed to easy attacks with such open honesty. Yet Chizuru's very beauty and quality came in her willingness to be open. She had a boldness and strength that centered around her vulnerability. His lord could not see it as such because he saw what could be the result of such openness, not what that openness could alter in one's own self. Hozin knew he was not giving Chizuru enough credit on being self-reflective because it was clear she took criticism with both ears open. However, it was true that Chizuru tended to need outside forces to drive her inward spirit while Lord Kazama had an inward drive that did not require the help of others to see what he must do. Both had strengths that if they were put together could mean wholeness and completeness that Hozin hoped would be the end result of this union. However, where things currently stood, his lord would just break that beautiful spirit that Chizuru had simply because he did not understand the gift and value presented before him beyond how it could be manipulated to his own ends. It always amazed Hozin that his lord could see such beauty in cranes for their own sake and love their beauty and form for no reason other than because they existed but yet he could not see the beauty and worth in Chizuru for her own sake.

But Chizuru was a strong woman and he could tell just by the months he had spent with her that if anyone could prove to his lord the value of things not merely to be used as tools then it was her. Moreover, there were little things that Lord Kazama would do that were peculiar and though his lord could clearly excuse them all he wanted, it was still true that in some small way, Lord Kazama was taking steps to discover what made Chizuru who she was. It may simply be because he had to deal with her from now on, but Hozin believed that though his lord was infinitely unaware, he was seeking what would heal him the most—friendship. Just the simple act of giving Chizuru books was, Hozin believed, a connecting point that would bring these two opposites together. Kazama may not like people very much and use them as tools, but if someone shared his passion of reading and discussion books then he often set some of his initial self-centeredness to the side for the sake of just being in the presence of good books and intelligent thought. That was why Hozin was glad Chizuru had shown interest, and was clearly already interested, in literature. He believed that such a thing would be the ultimate driving point opening them up to see into each other and finding what both were missing and honing what they had that were good, excellent qualities.

Hozin was so lost in thought that he almost missed his lord's stare. Catching that he was being talked to, Hozin looked at his lord in rapt attention, ready to hear what his lord desired.

"Leave me, your sudden grins and deep sighs are putting me off from reading. As you say, it is late and if I am to sleep, I will need as much quiet as I can. Your thoughts are starting to show on your face and your dazed expression is beginning to irritate me."

Hozin fidgeted but stood up nonetheless, ready to leave now that his lord had clearly not desired for him to be present any longer. Before leaving Hozin turned to Lord Kazama, "Shall I tell Miss Chizuru to awaken and accompany you on this journey?"

He heard a 'thwap' as Lord Kazama's book slammed shut. When he met his lord's dark red eyes, he bowed low, "I apologize milord for my transgression, it was wrong of me to ask."

He breathed out in relief mentally when Kazama broke his gaze to look out the window ahead of him, "Inform her, but do not persuade her to go."

Hozin looked up to see Kazama thinking deeply, mulling something over in his mind. Hozin smiled, no longer afraid his master would see his smile considering his lord was off thinking of something, "Of course."

Hozin could not stop from giggling to himself when he was walking down the hall. Finally, his lord might be making efforts to not be so alone. He just hoped that the two of them could realize the potential they had together. And for that alone, Hozin would do all he could to leave small hints now and again to begin finding ways to get them to interact beyond such stiff and lifeless means. He hoped that this small outing would be the beginning of something wonderful, especially for his master who he respected too much to see fall into the same step as his father.


	10. An Oni in Training

**Crane Wings on Windows**  
><em>Chapter Ten — An Oni in Training<em>  
>NEW as of February 2015<p>

I thought about fusing this chapter with chapter eleven but chapter eleven is extremely long and will take me awhile just to read through well enough to edit things. (Which is assuming most of my edits are not lengthy ones, which they usually are.) Thus, to ensure everyone gets a new edited chapter before a few days lapse in new edited chapters—here is chapter ten.

* * *

><p><em>"We've heard a kind of paradise beyond the desert's dunes.<em>  
><em>We've walked the earth in solitude, so cold we need the warmth of sun.<em>  
><em>We've lived the life that we could live, we see the truth magic that begins...<br>_

_Searching for something new._  
><em>Isle of Gold in flowers bloom."<em>

"Strangers (feat. Raj Ramayya)" by Yoko Kanno

* * *

><p>Hozin got up before most of the other servants as he usually did. He tied his long, auburn hair back and pushed some of his bangs back that sometimes sprung from their prison. Glancing in his mirror he ensured his outfit and he was in perfect order. His hazel eyes seemed to catch the sunlight just peeking out his window. Hozin had a larger room than some and though he was a servant he did not live directly with the servants but it was still in the servant's quarter. He had a normal room and the view outside was refreshing.<p>

Hozin looked back in the mirror at the man staring back and him and sighed a little. There was no need to be so through of his appearance when there was no one to truly see it that noticed. But Hozin desired everything to be in its place and as he calculated certain things in his head of what needed to be stocked, he made his way to his master's room to wake him, dress him, and see him off on his journey well.

When he arrived at Lord Kazama's room he knocked politely before entering. He bowed low towards his lord who was sitting in his bed, his back supported with pillows, and a book in his hands. Hozin knew his lord had slept but clearly he had woken early to continue reading. The book he was reading must be a new one.

Hozin greeted his lord in his often quiet voice, "Milord, was your sleep restful?"

"Most sleep is restful, Hozin. The next pointless drabble from your mouth will be properly ignored."

"Of course milord, I will begin my duties." Hozin was waved away as Kazama continued reading the book in his hands, never letting his eyes leave their place on the page, "I will not be disturbed for the moment. I will dress myself, go fetch Chizuru and ask if she is making this journey."

"Yes, milord."

* * *

><p>Rousing slightly, Chizuru cracked open an eye when the door was opened after a knock had resounded. Opening both eyes, she spotted Hozin and smiled, sitting up in the process. "Good morning Hozin, is there something you needed?"<p>

Bowing, Hozin greeted Chizuru with a smile, "Usually I would let you sleep to your heart's content, but I come with purpose, as you have surmised. Milord Kazama asks if you would like to journey with him to his market run that he conducts every few months. It is secretive and no servant before has gone, let alone a guest. He returns with many treasures that mainly consist of books, however. It is also a glorious day for the servants as they are permitted the day off to enjoy themselves, courtesy of the Lord. Of course, his hand hits harder the days that follow due to lack of work that was done, but it is worth it each few months."

Chizuru stretched and began to shift slightly in the large bed so Hozin might break from his rambling. He smiled politely, recognizing that Chizuru was trying to gain his attention.

"Ah, yes, I am rambling, I acknowledge. My main point I should have gotten too was to ask what your reply shall be to the Lord in joining him in this journey."

Chizuru smiled at Hozin to let him know all was well. She appreciated Hozin very much and knew by now that he was prone to long speeches and monologues if given the chance to be heard. It was actually a very funny, but endearing quality.

Chizuru was curious though about the books Kazama brought back with him. This must be part of what he had chided her about yesterday.

"You said he comes back with many books usually?"

Hozin chuckled to himself, "Yes, one of many treasures, but books are a common treasure Lord Kazama buys often. His ultimate love and passion are books. His nose is usually in a book if it is not on his duties and papers. Of course, most books he reads are rather dull and drab in my opinion: histories, journals, diagrams, medicinal journals, etc. He likes to keep up-to-date with new theories and enjoys spending his time re-learning old histories and cultures. Sometimes I will see him reading mythologies and romances from different cultures but he usually sticks to informative works. Or poetry. You should test my lord sometime—he can quote most of _The Man'yōshū_ and _The Kaifūsō_ by heart. I see," Hozin gestured to the small bookcase with books in it, "he gave you many boring books as well. He likes to assume his interests are shared by everyone. Unless, of course, your interests do in fact align with his in this particular instance."

Chizuru laughed quietly but was amazed to hear Kazama could quote such large collections of poetry by heart. She had heard of those collections and had read a bit of _The Man'yōshū _but she could not read Chinese well so she could not read _The Kaifūsō_. Her father had read her some of it but he had not lived long enough for her to learn enough Chinese to read it by herself. Women were not truly allowed to read Chinese but her father had allowed her to do many things women were not allowed to.

She chose, however, to not mention any of her thoughts to Hozin since she assumed Kazama would want a reply shortly.

"If Kazama has asked me to join him then I will not deny the request. Please tell Kazama that I accept his request and will be ready shortly."

Hozin bowed and a large smile that was imbalanced on his face began to form, Chizuru had a feeling he was about to inform her of something she wouldn't particularly find enjoyable, "But of course. Although, you should be aware that you are not allowed to dress yourself in this instance. Often we have let you dress yourself and decide to wear as you see fit but because the Lord is involved we must ask that you be dressed today for such an outing. Our last job for the day is to see that the soon to be Lady is ready for the journey. If you will allow, I shall go fetch the servants."

Chizuru sighed, not wishing to be bothered but to get dressed in solitude, but knew she would hear of it from Kazama who found out many things she never told anyone. She did not know that Kazama himself often denied being dressed by servants as well and hardly would have taken the time to talk to her over something as trivial as dressing. If she was dressed properly, Kazama did not care so much whether she did it herself or others did it for her. Smiling politely to Hozin and his unusually chipper mood, she stretched again, barely paying attention to him leaving the room to fetch the servants.

Chizuru honestly felt he was doing this as a joke because he had never had her be dressed by servants before in that last few months. She shook her head, smiling wide at Hozin's playful mood today; she was glad he was happy and if that meant being a bit uncomfortable then so be it. She was just glad to see Hozin not so fidgety and fretting today. Hozin seemed at peace and much calmer than on normal days. When he wasn't worrying so much Chizuru noticed he actually had a pleasant, modest beauty to his face.

* * *

><p>"Her reply?" Kazama slid his sword in place as Hozin walked in, not even looking his way. He was too busy adjusting his outfit and ensuring all was in its proper place. He wore his usual colors of red, gold, and white but sported a black haori. He also wore his favorite chocker that he rarely wore while he was around his keep but often put on when he ventured out on such occasions.<p>

"Her reply was 'yes.' She is being dressed as we speak and the horses are ready if you are willing to take them."

Hozin hoped his Lord would take them as Chizuru was going to be present. Usually Kazama ventured by himself, without a ride, and returned with a new horse and a small cart full of his purchases. However, with a woman present, he hoped his Lord had some etiquette. Or at least was willing to not make Chizuru walk the entire way.

"Despite how highly you think of me" Hozin fretted when Kazama sent him a look, "I know the useless ways of women enough to know they are apt to request a formal ride."

Hozin bowed low, unable to let such a thing slip by without comment if he could help it.

"If I may speak plainly, milord?"

Kazama looked at Hozin and his posture before looking back out his window.

"Speak then."

"Most women are not as useless as you think, and I am sure that the only reason they request a formal way of transportation is so that their dresses do not dirty. Unlike us, their kimonos often reach the floor and become hard to make such journeys unless provided with more modest wear. Yet, if you want her to dress to match the stature you desire she will not have many kimonos with such lengths. Besides, many dignitaries and lords still do request formal transport to match their status just as much as women. My lord is the exception. Also, Chizuru did not ask for a horse but simply that I send her reply to you at once."

"Hozin," Hozin looked up worriedly at Kazama, afraid he had gone too far, "leave me."

Anxious, Hozin bowed and left, not being able to tell what his Lord thought of his words due to his usual blank demeanor. As Hozin left, Kazama placed his pipe in his mouth and let it sooth him. Releasing the smoke building, he observed the birds dancing outside his window before turning to leave. Before he did so he cleaned out his pipe and set it on his dresser. The crane dancing on the outside of his pipe seemed in tune to the mood and beauty of the birds flying outside his window. It was a peaceful morning and by the looks of it there would be no clouds in the sky to dampen the sun shining.

* * *

><p>Breaking out her now common polite smile, Chizuru thanked the servants for their work, earning quiet looks from the servants to be passed back and forth between them. Chizuru supposed they were not use to being thanked for their service and smiled with a brighter, more natural smile, as they walked out.<p>

After they had left Chizuru suddenly felt the weight of the night prior and it burdened her that she had been so foolish an oni. She sighed to herself and sat in one of her chairs on the other end of her room and looked out her window on the opposite side. She loved that her window framed her bed but in some ways she wished she had a window similar to Kazama's that allowed her an unobstructed view of the world outside. Her view was less spectacular compared to Kazama's. Kazama had a beautiful view of the mountains and the dense forest that stretched for many miles. Chizuru had only the sight of trees and while it was a breath-taking view all its own Chizuru felt she was trapped rather than free. Looking up and seeing the mountains in the distance from Kazama's side were like seeing the heights of freedom. There was something to be found in those rocky heights that made Chizuru feel she could aspire to a great many things. The mountains had given her courage to face the world for if the mountains could climb higher then she could make it through her day. She wanted to be like the mountains that seemed to stretch out and support the sky: she desired to be that pillar that sought to be the place where all came to rest. Though the mountains were hostile and dreaded by those who neared them Chizuru looked out at the mountains and saw the anchor that gave support to the rest of the earth and the sky.

But all she saw from her side were trees. Great, beautiful trees, but trees that seemed to speak of sameness and a feeling of never escaping. She felt she would never leave and forever be stuck to pursue only existing. She would never move up only forward. Chizuru did not just want to move forward she wanted to become better, to be a better oni, and a better woman. If Kazama had showed her anything yesterday it was that she had a long way to go before she would be what she desired to be when she finally reached those mountains.

Looking down at her garments she noticed the servants had given her a kimono the lighter-weight cotton that she expected in summer kimonos even if autumn would soon bring a transitional heaviness to the world. This kimono felt more like what she often wore at home. It was something of simple make, but good quality. The color of the kimono was also wispy, reminding her of spring winds on a clear day—it was such a blue. Her obi was of a darker grey-blue that seemed to tone down the vibrancy of her kimono. The servants had asked her which comb or pins she desired and Chizuru pointed to the ebony pin she had seen earlier. They smiled at her and kept her hair of a simple design to match her outfit.

While Chizuru was playing with her sleeves she sniffed the air without thinking about it. As she did so, Hozin walked in without making a sound. Glancing at Chizuru's appearance he smiled though he dropped it when he saw her unsure expression.

"Does something trouble you Chizuru?"

"No, I just did something peculiar is all."

"Are you willing to share this peculiarity with me?" Hozin busied himself around the room for a few minutes, allowing Chizuru to decide.

"Yes well, I just sniffed the air, picking up your sent. Although, it was rather late as you walked in a moment later."

"You mean you have never done such a thing?"

Chizuru shook her head, "I have been randomly sensing Kazama's aura but overall I do not do it often. It was peculiar because I do not normally pick up anyone else's scent by Kazama's."

Hozin continued to make Chizuru's bed while he talked to her, feeling he should say something.

"Chizuru, I might as well be frank, considering you are the first to let me do so: it is actually very unnatural that an oni does not use the gifts provided to them. You act particularly human, which is why you can pass as one so easily. Everything comes as a shock to you, and by that I mean that others can easily come up behind you and frighten you, a very human trait. Perhaps the reason it seems peculiar to you may be how you were raised, but like our Lord, I was raised to use my senses despite my position. It is the one thing every oni shares equally. No oni smells or sees better than another, although many beg to differ. The difference is the way it is used. Our Lord Kazama, for example, uses it well in battle, allowing the air to be his ally, and his eyes to capture every movement. However, some oni use their skills more for defense rather than offense, as I do. Knowing who is where is a very good defense against attacks and sudden changes. It also helps me reach my Lord faster as I can, generally, track his movements. Of course, age plays a factor in most cases, and the younger the oni the more likely they will misjudge their own senses, leading them astray for they imagine what something should smell like, rather than smell it for what it is. It is very much like making art and the ability to see an object for what it is rather than for what you think it is."

He paused to make sure Chizuru was listening, happy to note she was listening intently. "I feel one reason Lord Kazama looks down on you so much is that you do not use your senses, and rely much on others to find these things out for you. The reason you may suddenly be using your enhanced senses is simply that you are not relying on others to do things for you. You are, in a sense, alone and in being alone, you are doing yourself a favor by starting to depend on yourself and your own instincts. As for being able to sense only Kazama's aura and not my own may because your oni nature is making sure you realize that a very strong presence is near you. Lord Kazama is one of the last royal households to exist in Japan—his blood is pure and strong. His oni spirit is dedicated and resolute. He has honed his skills and his mind to be as imposing as his bloodline. Therefore, it is natural that Lord Kazama's scent and aura will dominate and be the first aura you can truly sense. My aura is much less extraordinary, I assure you, and as such it may actually be harder for me to be detected than milord mainly because of your experience and clear insecurity in using your powers. Often times I think milord's senses are keener than any others due to how well he enforces them."

Chizuru smiled shyly at the pointed look given her by Hozin. "Do not think it peculiar that you are starting to use what was born to you but rejoice you are not too late to discover them. Some oni never find their acute senses and wander around Japan with naught but the human interpretation of sight, smell, and hearing. Be thankful indeed."

Standing up straight, Hozin smiled at Chizuru in a friendly manner, "I hope Chizuru is not mad at this servant for speaking for such a long time. I feel Kazama might be agitated for waiting so long, so we might want to start heading to the front gates."

Chizuru smiled wide, letting Hozin catch her warmth and thanks. He looked at her and smiled lightly, returning the warmth. As they walked out Chizuru was glad he had explained a bit of it to her. She had already been picking up Kazama's aura but had yet to truly pick up Hozin's. Maybe she was developing her powers without even realizing it. She may have to become more deliberate in doing so to help keep her safe should the need arise. Besides, if she wanted to be a better oni she needed to learn how best to understand her own nature.

* * *

><p><em>The Man'yōshū<em> and _The Kaifūsō _are real collections of poetry featuring some of the works I have quoted in the beginning of my chapters. _The Kaifūsō _is a collection of poetry that was written in the Chinese language by Japanese poets and_ The Man'yōshū _was a large anthology of poetry from various styles during that time period and before (it was compiled in the eight century).

I thought I'd let everyone know since I didn't make those up. They both have beautiful poems in them—I suggest you all take a gander at them when you have time.


	11. I Will Grasp the Heavens

**Crane Wings on Windows**  
><em>Chapter Eleven — I Will Grasp the Heavens<em>  
>NEW as of February 2015<p>

You will all be happy to note that I am in the process of working on small scenes for different, entirely_ new_ chapters after chapter thirteen. I am actually working on what might be chapter fifteen, sixteen, or seventeen (depending on how I am going to pace those chapters). So nothing for chapter fourteen yet since that needs to be more directly tied to thirteen but I just wanted to let everyone know since I am sure that may be a big concern for everyone! (Editing chapters can be different than creating whole new ones.) I watched the OVA with Kazama and it inspired me a lot and helped me flesh out some more of what might be classified in my book "later" appearance. I think I am going to go watch it again…hahah.

I recognize this author's note is a bit side-tracked and rather irrelevant to what transpires below but I do not know how else to let you guys know these things since never lets me send just updates or new blurbs… (Hence why I made a whole new chapter for my major update on this story.)

_**About the chapter itself:**_ I have really been delving into Kazama's philosophy. I know many of you may feel some things are repeated but slowly I want you to gain his perspective. Kazama seems so aware of certain ways of life, and has a philosophical and poetical way of talking I admire. Others in the series have it to but I think Kazama catches aptly the falling petals of a cherry blossom, the transitional feeling of autumn, that fleetingness, the foolishness of making such beautiful things only to watch them crumble but the appreciate of it nonetheless. I believe much of this is tied to his recognition that his line is dying, his race is ceasing to be as it was. I resonate so well with this and I believe that is why I can never truly see him as a villain—he shows such brilliancy and in the end, the oni that become "villains" seem just as worthy to follow for different reasons.

_The point of this whole rant is this:_ I hope no one is too bored with these long cyclical discussions in Kazama's head. They have substance for both themes that travel throughout the story and character development.

* * *

><p><em>"How march the four seasons in succession<br>Unwaywardly, from the eons past!  
>Grasses that greet the spring in flowered tapestry;<br>The summer trees curtained in leaves;  
>In the sad breath of autumn, the falling fruit;<br>Bare branches before the shrill winter wind—  
>When I see these seasonal things, I know<br>How man too must flourish and die.  
>Of the hills of Paradise have I heard but never seen;<br>Toward the land of the gods I gaze, knowing not the way.  
>I know only that to make a mountain<br>You must pile the little clods one by one.  
>Where then should I seek nobility?"<em>

Excerpt from the poem "The small hills" by Isonokami no Yakatsugu

* * *

><p>Kazama was silently relieved he could spend his morning quietly on his ride without the constant headache of thinking about his lands. These trips he took to the small market in a clearing in the woods were something of an escape each few months, besides the sporadic trips to the river far to the North that normally was home to many cranes. Watching them was peaceful, yet a melancholy experience. Their eyes were always filled with brevity and when he looked at them, he thought of the shortness of life and how quickly time escaped them all. It passed swiftly and without much explanation. While he never worried about his own life, he was always thoughtful of the shortness of others, especially when he was the one stealing that life away. He did not want to make it seem like he felt guilty about killing when it was necessary because those he killed he believe deserved their fate. No, he believed it was just his moments of usual contemplation. It was the brief thoughts that came into his mind of the wife that would no longer see her husband and the children who would no longer see their father. In a way he thought it was good they were rid of dishonorable scum but there were moments, just brief moments, when Kazama had wished that he did not have to kill the filth of the earth. There was something too fleeting about the life of both oni and man. He thought humans foolish to so easily throw their lives away—they could not get another chance. In the same way that oni could not gain another opportunity to live as they did now, he believed that the pure-blooded oni was a dying group. His race as a pure and whole one was waning. He did not wish to see it float into the waters of time never to again be important. There came over him a lingering sadness that the world his lineage had preserved would fade but unlike the cherry blossoms—they would never return again another spring. Kazama never let these thoughts slip through his mouth but it ate at him nonetheless. Maybe that was why his ambitions were like the mountains. Maybe that was why he was harsh. Maybe it was why honor was something he cherished, loyalty. These were things that he expected of his people and even more so of himself. If they gave into lesser things then they would forever die. They would wander into the histories of time as a great people that faltered.<p>

Kazama recognized that empires fell, even for oni. Lineages that once held the test of time were not but names to be etched into the fabric of history, of the great loom of life being woven as only a memory, a shred of existence only sung or written. Yet Kazama was stubborn; and though he witnessed the passing of cranes with reverence and though he knew that one day his royal blood line may cease to be—he strove to exist and preserve all that he could. He was unwavering in his conviction to make his family name extend throughout all of time even if his lineage may not. His family would live on in humans, though it caused him much disgust. Humans were ultimately foolish but many oni were clinging to them more and more, dabbling in their affairs and marrying their women and men. He hoped that his family would extend as far as it could before it evaporated into another human lineage to be forgotten in the years that passed.

He wanted to hold onto the old beauty, the old seasons, and put those reverences in his children, instill them in their being so that one way or another they would not be forgotten. If his family name could become timeless and etched in every name it would be worth it. Not for their sakes for he did not care what humans thought of him—but for his own sake. To show that he had existed, he had lived, and he had flourished. It was a sobering thought to realize that he felt these deeply futile things but he strove on and would do so until he was ground into the dust. He would kill if it protected that longing and his determination that it would be a reality. But he would uphold his family's dignity and honor—he would burden what his parents had forsaken. Nothing mattered but those mountains. Nothing could be more beautiful than to see the clouds part from the peaks of those mountains and show him that such a thing could be possible. It could be achieved. He would not fail. He could not fail. The sake of his own family name was but one consequence of his ambitions. No, it was for the sake of his entire race that he sought so strongly and fought so obstinately for these dreams. For that alone he would endure.

Such thoughts lingered in the back of his mind as he directed some of his thoughts to Chizuru. He was glad that Chizuru was quiet, and seemed to respect his time to think alone, and in peace. While he was often disinterested in her boring personality, and constant fretting, he was glad to see her not seeking to have a conversation with him. He truly did not feel like talking with her as he normally did. He was curious over her at the same time of being entirely bored of her character. He was not sure where that would lead him but he did not dwell on such thoughts long, he never did. In some strange ways he felt Chizuru could be what he could not. It was not jealously that he felt but a strange unknown that unnerved him. Her overly sweet and sentimental thoughts could bring down his house but he had no choice but to take the risk. He did not want to believe it but he needed her. She was a useful tool to fulfill what his life's goal was. He could not fail and no matter whether he liked her or not, loved her or not, it was for the sake of his people. For that distance thought that he wanted to be the mountains that seemed to stand against the edges of time. He did not want his line to erode into the dust so quickly, so worthlessly.

He finally broke free of his thoughts and looked to the trees and to their shifting colors. Autumn had come early, but not unexpectedly. Where he lived, autumn usually came early, so he was use to the cooler temperatures and the sudden change. He preferred autumn over winter, and spring to summer. Autumn was both his bane and relief. Autumn was transition; it was the definition of brevity and the fleetingness of life. Through autumn he witnessed the passing of time like the falling of leaves, slowly lying in forgotten heaps. From autumn he gained perspective and it strengthened his resolve to be resolute in all things. Yet, aesthetically, he admired autumn's vibrancy in the oncoming sorrow of fading into greys and blues and whites. Autumn left the world in remembrance of what was before in all of its brilliance. He stared at its colors and quiet passion and could not help but admire its resolve to be beautiful and vibrant despite the knowledge that it was but a passing thing. They shined out clearly to be a reminder when winter came and wiped the slate clean.

While most people loved spring for the renewal, and the greenery, Kazama enjoyed it for the rain. The noise it made on his roof and around him made him become enveloped in a quiet, reflective moment. Spring rain offered as much reflection as autumn's fleetingness for different reasons. There was something soothing and mesmerizing when rain came. Yet he too found spring beautiful for the renewal of the cherry blossoms, for the coming of the cranes, and the return of what had been wiped away. It instilled the hope that even Kazama reached for. Kazama did not feel he was betraying his ethics by acknowledging that he too looked for the hope and promise of the everlasting, or the beauty that was fresh and new. He too understood that sometimes what was swept away allowed for something that much better to be born. Spring was the contemplation of life and of the beauty lingering in all things. Autumn brought reflection. Winter was acceptance and the important step into the waking of spring. Summer was the blazing brightness of life in its most glorious time but he did not find it as interesting as he found the beginning and ending of things.

Looking ahead, Kazama blinked lethargically, aware he had drifted quite a bit into himself. He caught the quiet stare from Chizuru, her curious hesitation to observe his quietness, and flicked his quick eyes to her face, making her turn back to looking ahead when she realized she had been caught staring. Kazama looked ahead and he pressed gently into his horse to trot, which Chizuru struggled with, but did so after a space of time with her own horse. Kazama wanted to make it in time before the rush of the market was in full swing, and riding a horse was pointless if you rode it as slowly as you walked.

* * *

><p>The ride to the outskirts of the market's stalls was a few hour long journey. It was a journey that was easily made in one day if one planned accordingly. Kazama had been coming to this market for years and had already honed in on the perfect time to arrive and the perfect time to leave. Their ride to the market had been a quiet and reflective one. Kazama had enjoyed himself more than he thought he would. It was amazing what a few moments away from his worries could do. In these excursions it was only himself and his thoughts that he let drift and wander. He had observed Chizuru now and again during their trek and she had seemed to be doing the same. Her dress was more modest in cut and style and seemed to be designed to be easier to ride and walk in. He was glad his servants had common sense.<p>

Stepping down from his ride, Kazama gave his horse a small pat, which the horse gladly accepted. Kazama had a soft spot for every horse he had, despite the fact he rarely rode them. His horses were the finest around and the white one he usually rode was the best of them all. He never game them names because it was pointless, and rather dull, but he remembered them by their eyes. Horse's eyes expressed more than their neighs and stomps could ever do. He admired his horses for their slightly wild gazes, and sometimes—rambunctious personalities. Yet, he realized he was stalling from the inevitable—acknowledging his riding companion.

Chizuru had gotten off her horse easily enough and was currently standing to the side of her horse, waiting for Kazama to do something or, to Kazama's long thought sigh, say something. Why did people always want something from him? But he was the one who had asked to see if she would join him. He had asked as an attempt to begin to understand Chizuru in small amounts. He needed to know how she truly thought to assess the best way to make her fit into his plans.

"Come."

Chizuru followed his lead soundlessly, and imitated his motion of tying the horse to keep it from running off. They tied them far enough away to keep most people from spotting them and trying to steal them, but close enough that anything that might prove too heavy for his companion could be dumped not too far off from the market.

For the first time since they left his castle, he heard Chizuru speak. "What are you looking for this time around?" Her voice was coated in cautiousness, and lacked grace, Kazama noted. He was left to ponder again how her voice was always so plain, and imbalanced. Her indecisiveness always ate under his skin, but did he show it? Not often. He was not sure why it sometimes irked him. Maybe it was simply that she often had no true conviction and power in her words until it was of the utmost necessity. There were moments when Chizuru said something profound or spoke in a voice that could not be considered commanding, but it was strong. It was those moments that Kazama almost respected Chizuru's tenacity to stand up against him even though it was futile. He saw something in her that she may not yet fully be aware of— strength of pure-blood, of true oni heritage. She may be small in stature but her blood held weight to it and it was clear that though her lineage was not as well off as his own, it was still old and true.

It was not far of a stretch for Kazama to believe that Chizuru would become bolder when she understood the gravitas of her situation. He did not want a woman who would just simply roll over and do as he said. He expected her to listen to him, and respect him, but he did not simply want a mindless puppet either. He did not ask for anything more than this. He acknowledged that what she was to him was just a means to an end but he did not also want to see such a tool be broken under not being heard. She was, after all, just as much a victim as he was given the circumstances. And that alone made him reconsider a few things but they were left for more idle days to ponder.

"That is of little concern to you, but since you can be of some use, I am looking for a particular rare book to add to my collection." Chizuru noticed he did not seem to want to elaborate and prodded further as they walked closer to the market, which noises could be heard, even from this distance. She was an oni though, and she seemed to forget that often.

"What is its name?" Another hesitant question.

"_The Complete Works of Izo Matsuda._"

Chizuru smiled when she heard the title, and was glad to see someone else enjoyed his work. He was a novelist who specialized in mythology, philosophy, and politics. He was famous for his work, "Breath of Morn," which was a spinoff of the oni tale Chizuru had read last night, but in the speculation of what-if there was an oni of the Sun.

Kazama glanced at Chizuru with slight curiosity, his forearm resting comfortably on his katana. She did not ask who he was so he surmised she knew the author already. He had some of the author's poetry, and prose, but did not possess his full collection which included diaries, essays, and a wide collection of his poetry that was not found in Kazama's other collections of Matsuda. He had heard word from a reliable source that his complete collection novel was being sold at a market near his castle. He assumed it was this one, considering it was always full of rare books that he could not find in local stores and markets. For once, Kazama was pleased she knew of the author, and would even venture to say enthused to learn that someone else shared in the knowledge of this underrated novelist and poet.

"I haven't read any of his works in such a long time. My father used to read me his stories, and always loved the tale "Breath of Morn.""

"I have never found that story appealing."

"Why?"

He caught that she was actually curious, and he was willing to talk about his opinions of books given the appropriate chance no matter who they were.

""Breath of Morn" is rather placid compared to his usual temperamental writing style. It can be surmised that some of this trepidation comes from never delving into the oni's particular branch of mythology and history. While I am not one to shy away from oni tales, I've been rather more particular to Isuda's tale of _The __Golden Oni_."

Chizuru figured as much. She knew of _The __Golden Oni_ as well. It was the tale of an oni with hair of gold that was war obsessed, and who killed children because he thought it enhanced his prowess. Any oni who thought devouring children was a good idea, was not an oni she would like to meet.

"However, I enjoy this tale for a much different reason than the one written on your face. You may wipe your disgust from you features." Kazama did not even need to look at her to know she was fidgeting. He could just _feel_ it.

"_The Golden Oni_ brought forth the notion that oni's were to be feared, and respected, something that was not practiced at that time. In those days of our history, oni's were considered monsters that did not even deserve to breathe. While I will not deny that we are in fact demons, or devils, it is not of the ilk that was painted us in certain countries." He paused a moment, looking to the left to observe a bird chirping ceaselessly in a tree, before returning his gaze forward. "_The Golden Oni_ also displayed the war that is within most oni which is the hunger to give death, and the obsession with trying to fight off the dark urges to do so. Some oni struggle with this more than others, while some do not struggle with it at all; though those oni have never been proven true to exist, in any case. This duality was a reflection of the nature of our pact with the Moon—that we were to be one part of the Sun, human in appearance, and another half linked to the Moon, our forms that emerge in our rage or when we command our oni powers to such a degree as to access it whenever. This duality is not necessarily as straight-forward as a desire to kill and a desire to not. Humans themselves are just as foolish, if not more so, in this regard. No, the war raging within true oni is a war of the spirit, of the mind. And it is Isuda who first to accurately begin understanding that psychological struggle. He wove the perfect novel of an oni that was known only by his hair color, and his quirk of eating children. It is not by random chance that he chose these things as aspects of _The Golden Oni_'s character. The twisted, yet tragic tale of an oni whose face is not even described, nor is he given a proper name, adds to the stories melancholic overtones."

Chizuru smiled as she watched Kazama drift off into his own mind.

"A reader begins to consider what made this oni fearsome in the context of his story and what the true war is that many in the novel discuss; the ultimate answer is that it is one of interior reflections rather than outward habits. It is without a doubt that the Golden Oni's infamy comes from his child-slaying. Yet, he was said to be obsessed with war throughout the novel from certain dignitaries, but not once did the Golden Oni start any wars nor did he participate in one. Instead, he merely wandered ceaselessly, never staying in a place for more than a week. The truth remains that to look into the face of this oni is to look into the face of the interior. The war-mongering is a clear reference to the Golden Oni's own war of his spirit. His child-eating habits another trait to show that he devours his own innocence in this cyclical pattern.

However, I have read critical essays on his tale and some have claimed that the lack of description is due to Isuda lacking the ability to clearly picture his character. Yet, from the fluidness of his tale, it is just the opposite. Isuda knows his character extremely well, and by making him faceless, it lets the reader look beyond mere appearances and into what truly matters. The Golden Oni never speaks and is merely spoken of. People pass him and whisper, dignitaries fear his wrath and ruin. Each voice is a voice reflecting his inward heart and soul. By being voiceless, and faceless, readers are given an accessibility to be an outsider looking in who, in the end, is the true outside voice and final verdict on the Golden Oni's actions throughout the tale. You are made to see his plight and begin to parse out the complexities of other's saying one thing but the Golden Oni doing another. Yet it must be noted why Isuda clearly makes us aware of his hair color, something that would seem odd in any other situation." Kazama had a face of one entirely contemplating the value of the novel, a rare and somewhat open expression, which Chizuru etched into her mind as she would probably never see this face from Kazama again.

"My belief is simply because his hair is golden. It was odd. People with hair other than brown or black are considered foreign. Golden haired children are regarded either as sacred, or from the devil. His hair was distinct, and so it made the oni distinct, without actually being described. Moreover, by making the oni's hair golden it linked him, for all intents and purposes, with the sun. Killing children, war mongering, these were just means to show what the author really wanted to say, in the end of the inner complexities of oni: that tragedy is often found in the person who has not the means to change what is despised. An oni will always be an oni, and a golden haired child's hair will always be golden. It was written with such clarity that we never once question why the oni's hair is golden, or why it is described so often, especially when war is mentioned in reference to him: _"He was an oni of war, a god come down to bring wrath and ruin. His hair gold as though the sun had come and kissed his head, and flowing freely, wildly, he was the perfect incarnation of a devil."_ We only question why he was killing children, and why he was known to be obsessed with war when there is no other indication of this other than the fact the characters told us so. We question why the Golden Oni never confirms or rebukes these statements."

Chizuru was trying to follow but got lost in-between, "So…"

Kazama looked not at Chizuru but through her. "So appearances are not to be trusted, and what we deem as important as a society is usually the least important of all. If you read anything about Isuda you would know he hated killing, and despised any who participated in it: even to protect. Yet he wrote a character whose simple purpose was to kill. Oni to Isuda were only beings who sought death, and when they fought that urge – ended up killing anyways. Leading us to believe that despite how we fight, we will always return to what is natural for us. The Golden Oni depicts the inward struggle that is ultimately futile. The Golden Oni's hair may link him with the sun but in the end it has no true worth beyond that it is his hair. The Golden Oni's struggle is a silent one, a voiceless plea to end the torment of forever being at war with two parts of himself but it will never end. And the fact that he is well known for what he will never be is one part tragic and another part hopeful. Hopeful because he may not ever be such inwardly but the world sees him by the color that both terrifies and leaves them in awe. His fate is left to us to decide—will he lead his life into one of the Moon or will he finally be recognized as he is aptly named: The Golden Oni."

Chizuru finally understood. What Kazama took from _The Golden Oni_ was different from what she took. She took the story on its face, while Kazama took it for what it really was. It a moral critique on what makes an oni, and ultimately for Isuda, what makes a man. Not describing the oni besides his hair, led the reader to ignore face value and question what was deeper because his hair color in itself was a link to an inward spirit that he strove for.

Kazama looked skyward, looking but not looking for anything in particular. "So why bother fighting."

Chizuru looked at Kazama, "Because what comes natural to us is not always what is right. And that we must continue to fight ourselves to reach a place even greater than before. We cannot stop striving; we cannot stop hoping, because as you said: we are left to decide his fate. So I believe that means we have a chance to decide our own as well."

Kazama whistled, "So moralistic." Yet Kazama could not help but inwardly agree. It was why he was here doing what he was.

"Why do you kill people?"

"Because it is fun—" Chizuru looked away disgusted. Kazama peered down at her and smirked, enjoying toying with her. He looked back up at the sky. "I kill because I protect what is worth protecting."

This caught her off-guard. "Protect…? What are you protecting?"

Kazama did not want to have this conversation and so he said nothing, continuing to walk looking up at the sky observing the clouds and the birds.

When he did not elaborate, or acknowledge her question, Chizuru knew he would not ever do so. She had enjoyed their time talking and though it ended in silence on Kazama's part, just when she thought she was getting somewhere, she appreciated being able to simply be like this. It was in this moment that she realized that she wished Kazama would stay this talkative and open about subjects. Sure, it was about a novel, but he had such interesting, engaging, and valuable thoughts regarding the nature of oni, humanity, and the world. She may not always agree, she realized, but it was worth understanding him. It made her realize that they thought about the same things and looked at the same sky. Chizuru looked on to see the market coming in to view.

"That was a pleasant conversation; thank you for talking with me."

"I spoke and you listened. Your replies at best were one sentence. You have not the ability to elaborate on your emotions without sputtering, and your word usage is common, or used in a common way. You are like a bird that pretends to be a worm, which brings disgrace to its own kind for trying to be something it does not have the ability to ever become."

Chizuru looked down at the accusation. Kazama snapped at her, "Rely on your own wit and understanding and maybe one day you will be worth my time to converse with in earnest."

"Not everyone has your great stature or high status to be able to look down on everyone so quickly. I may have speech that is common, but who are you to think my conversation is only in pretend? Or that I do not care about the world as you do?"

"So you admit to being simple."

"I admit to speaking plainly. If you wish to speak, then speak clearly, not in riddles. Not everyone has to be like you who dances around the truth before it is spoken, or who nibbles before a bite."

Kazama closed his eyes and laughed at her words. This caught Chizuru off-guard. When Kazama stopped laughing he smirked down at her, "Touché." He began making his way fully into the market not even assessing Chizuru's reaction. Chizuru blushed when she replayed his laughter in her mind. It was deep, but pleasant. It resonated well with Kazama's demeanor and was not too loud, but rather pronounced and quick. She had forgotten what it sounded like since it had been months since she had heard it.

Kazama could not help but be pleased at her sharp tongue just moments before. He lifted a small artifact for his inspection before setting it down to pursue some other things that caught his eye. His eyes were focused at what was in front of him, but his mind was elsewhere. It was those short bursts that made Kazama curious of Chizuru. She had deep within her a reserve not unlike his own, and had enough wit to be smart, with a hint of sarcasm when it was demanded of her. She made this work only when she wasn't thinking about it, and from what he saw of her, she was always over-thinking. He was analytical, which made his thinking have a purpose, while her thinking was a hindrance. That was why he was quicker than she was, not just in the physical sense, but in the mental sense as well. He built his mind on quickness, but with accuracy, while she built her mind on contemplation without reigns. She over-thought and he did not have to be in the room with her more than a minute to figure it out—she was like a bucket in a well, up and down her thoughts went without ever doing its true purpose: to give water to the thirsty; she was both the well-man unable to access the water below but she was also the bucket whose thoughts could not ever be decided. She lacked the discipline he had and the courage to speak her mind. Contemplation was good in its own right, he did it quite often, but only when alone or when the need for quickness could be replaced with gradual delay to form words more honestly.

Breaking from his thoughts he idly searched for things he wanted to decorate his library. It was growing rather plain; when he had guests over, he gave away a few trinkets for gifts and they were often what Kazama had placed in his library that was not needed. Thinking of such matters, he needed to invite the leader of the village east of Kazama's castle for supper, and the other farmers, to learn the harvest and of their crops. He needed to assess the probability of next year's harvest, how winter would fair for the villagers, and what personal supplies could be given to ease the burden of the people he watched over.

Kazama smirked making the woman behind her stand fidget. He acted as if he was their Lord, which he was, yet they never came to him for advice or verdicts. He was really just their proprietor who made sure the land he owned was being well nourished, and kept fruitful. However, because there were also human, and possibly oni, lives involved he had to tread carefully. Any false step and the villagers took it as a threat from an oni to a human rather than an owner to his workers. His well-known family line could in fact be a hindrance in certain business transactions as they took his criticism as a condemnation. When it came to his land, he may not always like his workers, but there was no need to kill them for such an idiotic reason. Those he killed did much worse transgressions which truly did affect their honor and his. A farmer not keeping all of his crops looked back on him, not Kazama. Yet, they were under him and he needed to ensure they survived the winter.

"Lord Kazama?" Hearing his name being spoken he turned slightly before quietly, but firmly, setting the object he was inspecting down. Chizuru lifted a book to his inspection before he grabbed it from her lightly to assess its condition. It was not the book he was originally looking for but it was a book he did not own, nonetheless. As he glanced over the book's title he knew it to be another anthology of poetry of the Kamakura period. A poem came into his mind as he looked over the binding, remembering it from the few times he had read the collection from his mother's collection,

_ "The blossoms have fallen.  
>I stare blankly at a world<br>Bereft of color:  
>In the wide vacant sky<br>The spring rains are falling."_

"Where did you find this?" Chizuru pointed to the man who had a small bookshelf of books by his stand. "Did you pay for it?" Chizuru had a mind to glare at him considering she did not get 'allowance' and was never once paid for her services as a servant. Kazama grinned with twisted delight, "Of course, you couldn't."

"The merchant allowed me to show it to you, but at the promise that I would stay within his line of vision." Kazama nodded absentmindedly as he ran his long fingers over the spine. It was in perfect condition, and only a few years old by the design. Silently, Kazama stalked over to the merchant who smiled politely at him, his eyes lighting up briefly in recognition, and bowed.

"Lord Kazama it is good to see you back again this month." Briefly giving their formalities, Kazama laid the book in front of the merchant, "Your books are in fine shape this month. Where did this copy of _Shinkokinshū_ come from?" Kazama made it a practice to not deal with men who stole goods, but he already knew this merchant well enough to know his ways of finding them, yet he asked to ensure what he already knew. It was rare for any merchants who dealt legally to suddenly deal in illegal goods.

"My daughter had bought it and was no longer using it so she gave it to me to sell. I figured it couldn't hurt and so here it is. Not a very interesting story, milord."

"But an honest one." The merchant smiled brightly, and Chizuru smiled as well at how easily Kazama shifted his attitude. If only he was so polite to her. She watched him converse loosely with the man, and yet seem perfectly himself yet he acted more like when he was discussing literature: poised, dignified, but extremely thoughtful and considerate as he spoke; it had his slow, steady voice as always, calculated and sure, but it was less aggressive. He was still to the point and direct but he exuded that of a Lord talking to his people rather than an oni bearing down on humans for being what they could not change.

Turning to look around, Chizuru walked away from Kazama, assuming he'd be able to know where she was. If he could find her in a giant castle, then in an open place, this would be nothing; besides she wasn't going far. While Chizuru was interested in books, she lacked the patience to discuss them for extended periods of time, while Kazama seemed content to talk about them for hours. Moreover, she had no need to stay and watch him talk when she could browse the wares of others all on her own. It was better if she didn't hinder Kazama on his trip.

Catching a glint out of the corner of her eye, she turned her eyes upon a small table filled with small weaponry. The glint came from a short sword that had Japanese characters for crane on the blade. She smiled at the merchant and picked up the sword carefully, much to the delight of the merchant.

She smiled back at him but let her curiosity get the best of her, "May I ask why you chose 'crane'? Usually strength, or power, or protection is engraved on blades, not 'crane,' which is associated with longevity and good health." She felt the hilt which was molded into the shape of a crane's neck and head, which was tucked into its neck as if to go to sleep. It was clear this was not a normal Japanese weapon since katanas were often undecorated except with cord, not an entirely different hilt. The style was different in the shape of the blade. She assumed this was a blade design and concept from the West but had no true grasp on swords to know. It was beautiful nonetheless.

"Cranes are beautiful creatures, and etching their name on a blade is just a personal preference of mine. I live near a field where cranes usually land in, and their majestic ways always seems to find a way into my work. For that particular weapon, I simply wanted to present a blade designed around the crane, a creature that is more than just good luck – but a beautiful bird with the elegance that extends to how many swordsman fight these days. Of course, the blade can cut but it is less a true weapon of war as it is a decorative item. My other blades hold the more practical purpose to be worn on the belt. The influence of that blade also came from a man I met who hailed from the West; their idea of swords is entirely different than ours. It was fascinating." He chuckled slightly, "But I digress—you didn't need to know all of that. I just get a bit too excited when people browse my wears."

"Of course." she breathed taking in the elegance for what it was, appreciating the blade despite her lack of desire to wield one. When she had broken from her trance, she began to set it down when Kazama plucked it from her hands.

"This blade is made with skill, and it is well balanced. Your inspiration is uncommon but still possesses the refinement of our traditions. An oddity among weaponry such as this."

The merchant bowed at the compliment. "To hear such words, I am honored."

"I would be honored, then, to have this in my collection." Kazama and the merchant discussed prices before deciding upon one at which the merchant got more for it than he had asked, but gladly took the extra amount. Chizuru giggled to herself because part of the reason, she surmised, was mainly due to the fact Kazama was particularly in love with cranes. As they began walking away, she followed the curve of Kazama's back with her eyes and truly studied his movements. They were deliberately slow, but calculated like the inflections in his voice and the tone. He had a habit of walking with one arm sticking out of the front of his kimono but did not do so today. He had a grace to him that was not unlike the crane that he so loved but of a much more deadly sense. She still had no clue as to why he admired them so much, but she could not help but enjoy the quirk. It was…cute, for lack of a better word.

From this distance, she noticed that Kazama's bangs were slightly longer than before, and she wondered if he was going to cut them. As she observed it she reflect on his father's hair which was shorter than his was, and in a very slicked back type of manner, whereas Kazama left his loose and messy. Chizuru suspected it was partially because of their father-son hate relationship and the desire to do the opposite the other one did. As she stared at his hair she could not help but think of the Golden Oni. Kazama himself had golden hair that was just as unique as the Golden Oni. No one seemed to care that his hair was not black or brown, but many people were used to foreigners coming in with their strange hair colors. She wondered if Kazama's family originated from the West. She had to admit that she liked his golden hair—it was just as elegant as the rest of him and complemented his eyes. As the wind blew slightly she smiled at how the wind seemed to pick up Kazama's hair perfectly, never flying into his face in such a way as to look ignoble or ungraceful.

Chizuru had not seen Kazama in a haori. It was strange to see him in it but it seemed to match his style. It had a simple golden pattern on the collar of interlocking blocks of gold and black. She had not seen his sword since Kazama's fight with Hideo. Seeing him with it hooked on his belt made her wary to stand so close to him. Thinking of their interaction made her think of the day Hideo and Kazama met on his balcony—Kazama's eyes that day were involved, focused, and yet completely chaotic. She hoped to never see that stare again, but remembered quickly she saw it when his mother visited as well. Her head became bowed by a weight not physical as she sent a quick prayer to anyone who would listen. She hoped that she had found rest. Thinking of the dead made her think of her parents and brother: she wished them all the rest and safety of a world not their own.

As she watched her feet move on their own accord she wondered if Kazama and his father would ever get along; however, considering how long they have been around, probably not. Hatred stemmed beyond time, and revenge was the bridge it walked on. She was glad, however, that Kazama's father had done something courageous by not actually killing his son, but also Kazama for defending something he did not seem to completely understand but had the faith to do so anyways. She lifted up a prayer for him as well.

When Chizuru looked up she saw that Kazama had stopped and was looking back at her over his shoulder. She understood it as a silent decree to move beside him and she hurriedly caught up just as he began walking again. She took quick glances up at him as he kept his gaze fully engaged to what was in front of him. Kazama always seemed to have a look of looking deeply into the soul of something with his piercing eyes. Yet, they also seemed entirely inaccessible. His mouth was set in its usual line and his eyes would look, every now and again, left or right to notice what the vendors were selling. He had one of his hands resting on his katana and seemed in this moment a perfectly cordial, if not aloof, lord. She noticed something she hadn't before—the chocker. She had never seen Kazama wear any accessories or items, let alone a chocker with a red cord holding it together. For some reason she thought it fit him perfectly. It seemed as though it should always be there.

She accidently caught the eyes of Kazama as he looked right. He paused in his roving and looked down at her. His eyes narrowed just slightly and he smirked at her. It was then she realized he had known this entire time she was sneaking glances at him. She probably bet he knew she was studying him when she was behind him as well. He said nothing however and dropped the smirk after a moment of looking into Chizuru's eyes, seemingly satisfied with what he saw. Or disgusted. She couldn't truly read Kazama when he had that expression. It was so distant yet seemed so intimate because it drew you in. You could not help but think you were looking at a contemplating god whose life was spent in quiet reflection of how the world worked.

She blinked when she realized she harkened him to a god. She closed her eyes and sighed quietly to herself, she must be losing it. But it was true nonetheless that he had power she had never seen before. When Kazama and Hideo fought it was as though two gods dueling. It was a short fight and Kazama was losing on purpose but still, there was a deathly prowess in his movements that seemed otherworldly. She had never seen anyone fight thus and he fought with only one hand—something seemingly impossible. Not even Hideo fought with one hand. She wanted to consider arrogance, and maybe in most degrees it was, but there was something else about it—distinctive. It was clear that he wanted to distinguish himself when he fought as though for the other, if they survived which she doubted ever happened, to realize that who they fought had enough power to oppress him with one arm, one hand, and one motion. His deft movements and quiet dancing was a fierce representation of Kazama himself. Seeing him as god-like just seemed to fit his unnaturalness. He did not seem to fit in this world and yet he was perfectly in-tune with it.

When she looked back at Kazama he was staring at her. He was studying her expression and she smiled awkwardly at him. He must have caught her sighing. When he looked away she looked away with her eyes wider than normal, glad she had dodged that one. She blew out a quiet breath of air before looking ahead.

She noticed that people gave Kazama a wide berth. These were still part of his lands and considering that it would be hard for people not to notice the man for who he was—he looked lordly. Yet those that didn't still seemed to give him space and even when they didn't he maneuvered around them perfectly as though a river flowing through cracks—it did not once falter in its course. Kazama was fluid in his movements and though he always slowly walked around it was with a purpose. Chizuru, on the other hand, bumped into one or two people when she wasn't paying attention. How did he do it! Kazama seemed to not even be looking remotely at them but through them. It was as though his mind was focused on something else but how could he just avoid people so easily. She bumped into a man and lifted up her hands and apologized profusely. She bowed quickly. The man huffed slightly but continued walking in the opposite direction. Chizuru quickly caught up with Kazama in an attempt to follow wherever it was they were heading. Clearly he had a specific place in mind. This market was rather large but it did not seem as large as it was, as though the trees in the background and the worn road gave it a more intimate, close feeling.

A few kids were running around and playing with balls and small toys. When a little girl began crying because some of the boys were preventing her from having her dolls back Chizuru frowned. She looked around to see if their parents were around but she saw no one. Upset at the indignity of the boy being so rude to the little girl Chizuru walked over without a second thought. She looked at the boy and talked to him briefly. The boy pouted at her but handed the doll back to the little girl who beamed up at her and ran off with the other little girls who must have been standing at a distance not sure what to do about the little boy. She smiled at her and before the little boy walked off she thanked him for returning the doll. He looked at her grumpily, muttering under his breath clearly having lost his fun. He ran off when a few other boys waved him over, messing around with a bug and a stick, if Chizuru had heard their words correctly. She sighed but they were still boys and had to be given some leverage. But seriously, why must they attack bugs with sticks or take toys from little girls? It made her appreciate the boys who were more reserved as children. She wondered what Kazama was like as a boy.

When she turned around she felt the heavy aura of Kazama close to her and she looked up in shock. He was standing right next to her looking down at her. She wondered why he had stopped but maybe he was laughing at her expense, reprimanding a child. Before he closed his eyes and turned away from her something like approval passed through his eyes. He once again began walking away and Chizuru looked at him walk away with her eyes slightly widened and her mouth slightly slack. Why had he looked at her like that?

"Come Chizuru."

At the sound of her name she blinked quickly and went to catch up with Kazama for the third time. This time however, a small smile was on her features as she ran after Kazama. She wouldn't question it but accept it for what it was—acknowledgement that she too could do something worth respect.

* * *

><p>The rest of the day was uneventful and little changed throughout the day other than the amount of people who arrived. Kazama was often busy gathering information from the merchants on random rumors, and collecting items every so often that either he bought out of practicality, or because he was doing a project that Kazama never enlightened her on. The only things he bought that had no practical purpose were books. Some were filled with military tactics, history, philosophy, medical dictionaries and treatments, poetry, prose, famous and infamous authors alike. He had a critical eye and only bought what he deemed worthy to purchase. It was different to see Kazama in a domestic setting—shopping. Chizuru walked by herself usually keeping herself busy and out of his way when they were not walking a decent distance somewhere. She hardly went up to him for anything, and when she did, it was usually just to show him something that might take his interest, which normally did not. Because of this, she got to watch him from a distance and really see how he interacted with other people; well, humans. When he started too many things to carry, it was Chizuru's job to haul them to the horses and pack them. She had never packed anything on horses so it was an interesting, but rewarding experience. From what Hozin had said, he bought many things here, but this time seemed to not buy much of anything. They did not need to get a cart or anything. Everything they got could fit in the horses packs. She felt like a pack mule herself since he eventually just started handing her things. It was in this moment she felt no different than a servant again.<p>

Now here they were in the present time, at night shifting through the last shops before heading back to the castle. Chizuru had little desire for anything here, and anything she did want she kept the eagerness to herself and passed it by quickly so as not to be tempted. They had finally come back together and were walking side by side when a stand caught her eye. It was filled with miscellaneous stuff, which was a usual sight at this particular market, but some hairpins made her swerve from Kazama and look at them. Some were the typical hairpins you would find, but some were so beautifully designed that it was hard not to stop and stare. Some were crafted to look like dragons, some were just complicated jewelry designs, and some were made into other animals: tigers, bears, and cranes, even a dog, cat, and turtle. A few even had strange motifs she had not seen other jewelers have. A few of the hairpins had very expensive jewels on them such as emeralds, diamonds, sapphires, rubies. There were jade and pearl as well. She smiled wistfully at the merchant who smiled back at her with tenderness. These merchants were usually kind, and quiet, compared to the usual market which usually had bossy, loud, and rude merchants. This was probably another reason Kazama came here, because it was a quiet, but beautiful location for a market, and was actually very popular considering its location. There was still noise and lots of laughter but it seemed toned down compared to other markets she'd seen.

Glancing back to see where Kazama went she noticed he had walked to the opposite side of the market, and was simply looking at the objects. Turning back to the woman, she asked if she could pick up some of the hairpins and look at them.

"Of course my girl, of course. Some of these hairpins are very old, while others I have made for this particular market." Even as darkness came and as the paper lamps were lit, Chizuru could still see the beauty of them, shining under the beautiful lanterns. They stood out on their own, and while they had a common theme with most hairpins, there was something different about these ones. Chizuru grew fond of the crane, and tiger hairpin, but set them back down before she longed for them too much.

"I have seen you looking around: are you looking for someone? Your husband or a brother perhaps?" Chizuru flustered, "Ah, no, I was looking for my companion who is neither my husband nor brother. He was here a moment ago, but I must be going so I do not lose him."

The merchant bowed, "If you are done looking, I will take that hairpin back." Chizuru nodded quickly not realizing she had picked the tiger pin back up and gently laid it on the woman's palm.

"Come." Turning quickly to see Kazama, Chizuru glanced back at the woman and bowed slightly.

The woman's eyes widened, "The Lord is your companion?"

Chizuru stopped mid-turn and looked back at her, "Well, I am his companion but, yes, Lord Kazama is who I am with."

Kazama said nothing in response but looked down at what Chizuru was looking at. The woman's curious, stunned stare kept her from truly saying anything.

Kazama looked at Chizuru, "Go to the horses; I will follow directly behind after I finish looking." Walking away Chizuru gave one final glance to the hairpins before walking off down the center of the dirt path.

"Lady, I have a proposition for you…"

The woman looked up at him and as she listened to what he said she nodded silently.

—

Hunger had overtaken Chizuru by the time they she had walked back to the horses. The white horse seemed eager to leave by the way she was pulling on her rope. Spotting a small pond not far off, she untied the white one and decided to let it get some water, leaving her horse to stand alone until she came back. She did not trust herself with both, but figured it might take a while before Kazama came back from browsing so she could at least let the horses have their fill of water. Leading her to the pond, the horse gladly took its fill while Chizuru stood to look out at the moon that was now high in the sky. The noises from the market were now filled with chatter of men taking down certain stands, and packing up for home, the few people who remained was leaving on different routes for home. She was glad for the break in trees here by this pond, as she could see the grass growing long and tall, wild and free. It was beautiful to watch the leaves dance in the air only to be caught by the grass, like jaws devouring what passed by their open mouths. When the horse started bobbing its head up and down, pulling lightly on the reigns, Chizuru sniffed the air instinctively. A smell she had come to recognize as Kazama's filled her nostrils and she turned in time to see him leading the other horse to the pond.

"We leave once the horses have drunk their fill. Since the servants will be making their way back to my castle for tomorrow's work, we will have to find food elsewhere." His voice was quiet, and was barely heard over the roaring winds that began to blow. His eyes were alert and seemed to scan the tree line before seemingly finding their answer and relaxing to their normal blank demeanor. Chizuru looked skyward and tried to find the constellations in the sky. Her eyes frantically searched trying to remember what her father had said to her about them.

Kazama looked down at her for a moment before he pointed to a cluster of stars, "There is Tanabata pining for her lost lover."

Chizuru followed his finger and smiled. She was not sure where this sudden openness came from but she decided to simply enjoy it for what it was. He continued to point out the constellations with ease, seemingly have their locations memorized. She listened intently, trying to see the patterns, and remembering the stars to find. Distracted, she huddled closer to Kazama to get a better view of where he was pointing. He did not seem to take notice, or was ignoring the gesture completely. Being this close to him, his scent wafted to Chizuru's nostrils with force. He smelled clean, but he had a rich scent that was musky with a blend of spices she couldn't remember their names. Taking a deeper breathe to smell it again, she did this without even thinking until suddenly the smell was farther away, distant. Kazama had moved some distance away once Chizuru's eyes focused. He was staring at her intently, with a dark gaze cast her way. As he made no move to speak or shift his gaze, she wondered if she had upset him by unintentionally catching his scent.

"Is something wrong?"

Stillness. Silence.

"Get on your horse and go." _What?_ Chizuru showed her puzzlement.

He frowned when she just stared at him confused. Had she no sense of smell? Here she was sniffing him religiously a minute ago, and yet she could not smell the six men trying to sneak up on them? He had smelled them earlier but had waited to see what they were going to do. Rouges to prey on those who were leaving the market and were not as well protected. Putting things into laymen's terms struck him as annoying.

Placing his hand on the hilt of his sword just like when he was in the market earlier, he spoke quietly and with his still calculated, calm tone, so that only she could hear him, "Breathe deeply." Kazama lifted his head and closed his eyes, letting his ambushers believe he was not aware of their presence and was simply enjoying the breeze.

Not sure where he was going with this, she followed Kazama's example and then breathed in and really tried her hardest to tap into her oni powers. Suddenly her eyes snapped open and she looked panicked. Sensing she was about to blow it all Kazama grabbed her by her shoulders firmly but not roughly, and placed her on her mount.

"Now ride to the top of the hill and do not turn around."

"Why?"

Kazama was annoyed she seemed to think he was going to risk her getting in his way. He said something else instead, his eyes still reading alertness.

"You will not like what you see."

Not needing any more motivation, Chizuru grabbed the horse's reigns and backed up before kicking her horse to move. When she had made it to the top, she heard nothing. Ignoring Kazama's instructions from a minute ago, she turned her horse enough to look down the hill. Kazama was gone, the white horse was looking around, ears perked as if it heard something. The wind had become still, it was unnerving. Chizuru took its example and listened, her eyes scanning the tree line to see if she could spot anything. A muffled sound was heard before a crack. A man came running from the break in the trees only to be stabbed from the back. When the blade was removed from the man, Kazama whipped it to the side, removing most of the blood from the blade. He walked slowly back to the break in the trees, not even getting in a fighting stance. Disappearing, Chizuru once again relied on her ears to hear what was happening. A cry rang out and Chizuru covered her ears at the sound of a limb being torn off. Nothing was heard after that, and when Chizuru began making her way down the hill, her horse neighing hesitantly, a voice echoed behind her.

"You do not listen."

"I saw nothing—" Kazama's stare chilled Chizuru to stop. It was still, and even more blank than usual.

"Your mind is slow to action and becomes a hindrance. You cower at noises and look away from death. I told you to look away to keep what shred of innocence you have left, intact." He approached the horse and took the reins from her. "Once innocence is lost, it is never recovered." _Just look at me_. It did not have to be spoken, because both already knew.

"You did not say that when you killed your mother."

Chizuru closed her eyes once the words left her mouth. Kazama dropped the reins and walked down the hill. He did not have to say anything for her to feel guilty. She knew well enough that when he killed his mother, it was because something had snapped. She had seen him weep silently because of it. What innocence he had left was trapped deep down, if it was there at all. She may have only seen one man killed, but that was one more body that she could have been spared. Watching a man die was not easy, and while she did not weep for the man, she still felt a twinge of sorrow for the fact he would never see the sun again.

Sadly, she watched Kazama wash his hands and sword before mounting his ride and riding towards her. Urging her horse out of the way, Kazama kicked his horse to run past her, meaning Chizuru had to either keep up with him or get lost. Chizuru again was struck at how horrible she could be, in worse ways than the oni in front of her was. At least he killed with a sword, not with a reckless tongue.

* * *

><p>The ride back was hard and fast. What had been said about food was long forgotten as Kazama never stopped once through the only village they passed through. She had not had any food at all today and it was wearing her down. Kazama seemed unaffected and was still riding at a fast pace. Although it was tough for Chizuru to control the horse to do what she wanted, by the time they had made it back to Kazama's castle it was only but two hours after their small fiasco. During her short ride, she had contemplated what the men wanted. She assumed it was to kill Kazama, or maybe even to kill her, someone who was much weaker than him. They probably assumed that since she was with him, she was important, when Chizuru knew that was hardly the case. Or maybe it was simply rogues preying on people leaving the market. That seemed to make the most sense. She doubted they knew who they were dealing with until it was much, much too late.<p>

Hozin was out the door to greet them with a deep bow, a smile on his face. Yet when he saw the face of his lord, he got on his knees and bowed lower, "Milord, is there something that troubles you?"

"Fetch my pipe, water the horses, and make some food."

Hozin looked up startled as Kazama walked by Hozin without even stopping to acknowledge him completely. "But the—"

"Wake them up."

Hozin bowed again even though by the time Kazama had spoken a second time, he had already passed the door and walking down the hall. Sitting up and staring at Chizuru, he searched her face, "Chizuru, what has happened?"

Her eyes creased in guilt, and she looked away in shame, "I said something awful to him and after he had protected me..."

Hozin sighed, closing his eyes in the process, "Oh Chizuru, come down and I will make you something to eat as I assume he did not let you eat either."

"The servants?" She ventured.

"I do not want to wake them, they have been having such a wonderful evening that it would be torture for me to have to wake them all back up just to make a meal. I have been under Kazama's reign long enough to know what he wants at times like these."

"Did you…want help?" Hozin began to open his mouth but Chizuru interrupted him, "Please Hozin, I have to make it up somehow. I am a good cook; I use to make food for our family once my mother died. My dad and brother seemed to enjoy it well enough."

Hozin's thin face scrunched up in thought before another sigh escaped him, "I will get in so much trouble…"

No smile appeared on Chizuru's face as she was too distraught to even think of something happy. Dismounting with the help of Hozin, Chizuru walked with Hozin to the stables, explaining what had happened and why. Still talking they had made their way into the kitchen and were preparing a meal for Kazama, and one for Chizuru.

Hozin waited a moment before looking at Chizuru with sadness. He spoke to her gently.

"You really do not understand the Lord at all. The Lord is hard to read at any rate, but bringing something up that was fresh and closely tied to the events that are unfolding now with your stay here is not good. He may do many cruel and unbelievable things in your eyes but he is not above doing noble ones either. Lord Kazama shows his respect, emotions, and happiness through things. You know his passions by the books he reads, and you can understand his mind by simply watching his eyes. As a servant, you find these things out quietly, and must to survive long. How do you think I've been his manservant for so long?"

Chizuru listened patiently, letting Hozin speak, while cutting a few vegetables.

"Like I said, Lord Kazama rarely emotes anything other than deadly silence or lethargic movements. He is very much like a viper. I will admit that the Lord can be confusing in his messages, as he picks and chooses when to be chivalrous and when to be sharp. At the time, even though he easily dispatched them, and apparently had some fun while he was at it," Chizuru frowned. "He chose then to be chivalrous. For whatever reason he did it for, he did it. You saw him kill his mother, and you even told me he had snapped, as if something had just switched on. Lord Kazama is usually always in control of his emotions, expressions, actions, everything. Yet that was one of the only times he was not. You know the expression 'the bigger they are the harder they fall,' correct? Good. Well, Lord Kazama is like that when it comes to him losing control. I have only seen him lose control one other time, and it was terrifying. Once he loses it, he is lost. His mind just empties, and all there is in front of him is a singular, focused goal. Anything that may have dawned on him beforehand is gone. It is sort of like a defense mechanism, just like us turning into our pure oni form is a defense mechanism or a response to give us even greater strength to survive. It is a reaction to something. Telling him that he _let_ you see him kill his mother was a reminder to him that he had reacted, not executed control. Whether he was glad or not his mother was dead is inconsequential at this point. Milord did not register you were present once he snapped. Your words were two-fold: a reminder of his lack of control and an insult for something that was about something more than to kill for sport. Lord Kazama may have lost control but everything leading up to that he had rationally been processing. Yet, he could not handle what he believed his mother had done to destroy their honor and pride."

He paused for a long while and looked at Chizuru with a sideways glance. Sighing, he looked back at his work.

"Besides, who makes people do anything but themselves? I wonder if you looked for fear of milord's safety of if you were too curious to not look away. It would be wrong of me to say you watched Lord Kazama kill his mother on purpose as the surprise alone would have caused anyone to not understand and look on in terror. Innocence, Chizuru, is a precious thing. Once it is gone it can never be reclaimed just as once you say something it cannot be taken back. Lord Kazama considers it his duty to protect you and preserve what you represent. Your innocence, in a way, can be seen as an honorable thing worth protecting. Being innocent does not necessarily mean sheltered or unknowing but it does mean not participating in things you know will ruin you. It shows you have self-worth and wish to preserve the beauty only you have."

He stopped and shook his head. "I do not know why I am lecturing you so harshly, these are things you know and have heard." He bowed his head. "Forgive me, Chizuru, for being so rude and harsh myself. You bear my moralistic rants better than any other servant." He looked at her with a sad humor, a small smile of apology on his lips.

Chizuru stopped cutting food for a moment and the weight of all that had happened, though small, made Chizuru start to weep silently. She set the knife down and covered her face to keep herself from showing her tears.

Hozin stopped cutting and reached out and lightly touched Chizuru's shoulder. She clung to him and continued to cry silently, her cries muffled in his kimono. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and placed a gentle hand on the top of her head.

"Oh Chizuru, it is all right. I know you did not mean to say what you did to him. He can be a hard one to talk to. He has his own way of expressing his emotions and it was at your expense. He, himself, could have better controlled his words to you before you spoke the ones you did. You have burdened much these past few months from him. Never forget that you have a beautiful soul and spirit."

Chizuru shook her head and looked up at him, tears streaming down her face. He smiled softly.

"You can always come and talk to me, Chizuru. I am your friend, am I not?"

Chizuru's eyes welled with more tears and she clutched him tighter. "Thank you so much Hozin. I feel so foolish…and ashamed."

Hozin let her cry for a few more minutes until she had finally composed herself. Hozin sent a prayer to the gods that Kazama would realize the precious thing that was right in front of him. He also prayed that Chizuru would survive the weight of his lord's stares. She carried just as heavy a burden. Understanding his master was one thing but she should not be shredded for every little thing. He sent another wish of forgiveness to Chizuru. He wished he could be as he was, but he was. He cared so much for them both that he did not wish to see either hurt or alone. He had come to see Chizuru as a little ray of light in a darkened room. He saw her as what they all needed to make it through the day.

Once Chizuru had recovered and had wiped her tears away, they continued cooking. They worked in silence. Hozin hoped Chizuru saw that he was only trying to guide her, correct her when she needed it and to keep her in balance. He knew Chizuru was the only one who could possibly do something to heal the lord's heart and who could provide a much needed correction when his behavior was not always true.

They had finished the meal quickly enough, and Hozin was thankful Chizuru had pitched in as it would have taken much longer.

"Thank you Hozin," Hozin could not help the blush that crept on his features when Chizuru sent him the brightest smile he had ever seen. "Thank you very much for everything you have done for me."

He bowed his head to her. "It is no trouble Chizuru. I am here to help when I can."

When Hozin was about to go and give Kazama his food Chizuru took the other side of the tray and looked up at him. "May I take him his food Hozin?"

Hozin debated for a moment before sighing and releasing the other end of the tray, conceding to her.

"If you would wish it then I will not stop you." He looked at her with a small smile. "Be careful Chizuru, and good luck."

Chizuru nodded at him and thanked him once more before beginning to head down the hall to give Kazama his food. The end result could either be good or extremely bad. That did not stop the determined face to appear on Chizuru's features. She would be strong and accept whatever happened.

Hozin watched her go, folding his hands in his kimono sleeves. He closed his eyes and smiled knowingly. He was very proud of that woman—she had the tenacity to move forward even if it would be hard. There was something inspiring in her small frame. Something worthy of respect.

* * *

><p>Like with the other two poetry collections I mentioned, the <em>Shinkokinshū <em>is a real work as well as the poem Kazama quotes, it comes from that collection. The period I mentioned the book was from is real as well. Also, just in case no one else knew this but the star Kazama mentions is a part of the Lyra cluster. We would know the star as Vega but the Japanese have a myth surrounding that star so I figured it would be more fitting to mention that than a constellation I do not even think is in the night sky in late summer…and is a western-named equivalent.


	12. The Loosening Knot

**Crane Wings on Windows**  
><em>Chapter Twelve —The Loosening Knot<em>  
>NEW as of February 2015<p>

Wow guys, only one more chapter to edit and then—it is all new stuff! I am pretty excited to start moving this story along. I am still not sure where I will land with some things but overall I know where I want this story to end. How long that will take me to get there is the question.

_Update Feb. 28, 2015:_ I fixed the surname problem in this chapter. It may seem weird he refers to "his family name" as Kazama when he is called that but look at chapter one for why this is so.

* * *

><p><em>"Don't hold yourself like that,<br>You'll hurt your knees.  
>I kissed your mouth and back<br>But that's all I need.  
>Don't build your world around volcanoes melt you down.<em>

_What I am to you is not real,_  
><em>What I am to you you do not need,<em>  
><em>What I am to you is not what you mean to me,<em>  
><em>You give me miles and miles of mountains<em>  
><em>And I'll ask for the sea.<em>

_She's still too young.  
>I kissed your mouth.<br>You do not need me."_

"Volcanos," by Damien Rice

* * *

><p>Balancing everything between both her hands, Chizuru had finally made it Kazama's room. When she knocked on his door there was no answer. Confused, she knocked again, almost spilling the plate's contents on the floor. Stepping back from the doors, Chizuru closed her eyes and inhaled, trying to track scents. His scent was faint, and did not linger by his door, meaning he did not stay in his room for long. Following the scents trail she backtracked to the library.<p>

Faintly, she heard the sound of pen scratching paper. Chizuru sighed, slipping back into nostalgia. Her father wrote many medical letters and kept a log of many different herbs. When the sound stopped, she snapped back from where her ear had been against the door and quietly slipped into the library, the door ajar. Her sights caught Kazama sitting at a low table with supportive pillows around him, a few candles around a large book, and some ink-bottles surrounding the candles. A few scrolls were haphazardly sprawled around him, and a few books stacked upon the others at the other end of the table. He looked like a studious monk or a diligent scholar seeking for the world the secrets of life. The moment was quite ruined when she remembered who sat there writing and scrawling notes in the large book.

Kazama himself had changed since she last saw him. Now no longer in the garbs of white, red, and gold Kazama wore a kimono of a deep-red, maroon almost in color, the collar of his kimono a dark grey, almost black. He seemed a king the way the color set against Kazama's skin. She had to admit that thus far this was her favorite kimono he had worn yet. It made his eyes seem to gain a mysterious glint and the way his hair seemed to stand out, seeming richer and vibrant than before. Upon this kimono was a small pattern of falling cherry blossom petals making her feel as though she was witnessing the cherry blossoms falling during the late autumn. He wore a different chocker than before though the style was the same. Instead of black and gold his chocker was a burgundy, gilded with gold, and a cord that matched the color of his kimono.

When his eyes caught hers, they were filled with a hardness that reminded her of when they had first met.

Going back to his work, he waved his left hand for her to approach him. "If you have indeed brought me my dinner then you may set it at the end of the table." He sounded slightly distracted and distant, not focused on Chizuru but on what he was doing. Following his instructions, she placed them down on the table. A knock at the door made Chizuru curiously look up to see who was knocking on the library door. When Kazama acknowledged the presence, a girl walked in with a slight bow, she set some sake, tea, and the respective cups for each, by Chizuru. Chizuru wondered if Hozin had made her get up to serve tea or if she was still up and Kazama had caught her down the hall. Either way, it was strange since Chizuru had a sake bottle and cup as well. She didn't say anything though and looked down at her hands, waiting for the exchange to be done. She was not sure why she felt like the servant here and the girl the guest.

"Would you like me to pour you some, Lord Kazama?"

He waved her away, not even looking up. Nodding she walked out without another word.

"If only you were so soundless." Closing her eyes, though Chizuru knew she deserved it, it stung. She waited for blow after blow to come. When she opened her eyes, Kazama was staring at her with a strange tint she did not understand. Before he looked back down to his work, Chizuru saw a flash of anger pass through his features. It was slight and not extremely noticeable; if Chizuru were not paying attention, she would have missed it.

Not being able to take the silence and hostility Kazama deliberately pointed at her, Chizuru sat on her knees by the edge of the table and quietly grabbed the sake bottle. Lifting it up, she paused, feeling Kazama's eyes on her. She continued, trying to be as graceful as she possibly could. The sake glinted and danced with the reflection of light cascading on its surface, hitting the cup with a light _pitter_. Lifting up the cup, she stood, before walking over to Kazama, her face as blank as his was. When she sat on her knees beside him on his right side, he glanced at her from the corner of his eye. She lifted the cup up, her head bowed, and her eyes closed tightly. It was not much, but it was the only thing Chizuru could think of to extend a peace offering to him. She only hoped he accepted.

She heard a clink and the weight of the cup left her hands. Dropping them, she placed her hands over her heart in thanks.

"Where is your dinner?"

She looked up with fluidness, something that surprised even herself, "It is beside your plate, milord."

Raising the glass to his lips, he sipped soundlessly, a content look easing on his face. Chizuru smiled easily when she thought of how he looked much better with this facial expression. It fit him well. Not too expressive but enough to be beautiful.

Gulping, Chizuru opened her mouth to speak, "Milord, ah, Kazama, would you…would you d-dine with me…?"

The noise of the pen scratching paper, which had started back up after his drink, stopped short and he turned to acknowledge her fully this time, with his full attention.

"Do you think that wise after what has transpired? I do not wish to seek your company, and I only dine with people I tolerate, or for business: which you are neither."

She smiled weakly, "Of course. I shall retire then to my room."

"Yet," he spoke louder to interrupt her train of thought, "I may spare some time to dine with someone I am puzzled by." He rested his cheek on his fist for support, ease on his face. Focusing her gaze behind him, she bit her lip.

"The food will not get itself." Snapping to attention Chizuru stood quickly and grabbed the food, setting one beside him and hers on her lap. Kazama closed the large book, and set it aside, giving more room. Chizuru made a move to sit across from him when he grabbed her wrist with firmness, "Here." Moving over he made room for her on his side of the table. Bowing in embarrassment, she set her plate down, and waited.

Kazama began eating, and Chizuru followed shortly after him. They ate in silence and did not glance at the other. Every so often Chizuru would refill Kazama's sake cup without asking him. She thought she saw a small hint of pleasure as though she had finally done something right—taking the initiative rather than waiting for his command.

Chizuru again was struck by the notion she had a while ago to get to know this side of Kazama, and all the others. She really knew nothing about him that she did not know from Hozin telling her, which consisted of very little. Breaking from eating, she glanced down to the book on the floor. It looked like the one she had seen just yesterday. Trying not to seem too curious, she focused on her food and waited for Kazama to finish hoping she would be able to truly mend what relationship they had.

* * *

><p>While nothing was said, and he was better for it, Kazama enjoyed his dinner and did not mind his eating companion when she acted like this. Yes, he would not lie to himself when he said that he did not mind her in small amounts, but was often taxed after a few minutes since she fretted so much. Yet, after the small ordeal with wannabe bandits, and her insulting his character: he was—perplexed—when she sought him out to make peace. It was not something that happened in his childhood with his mother and father but he could not really thank his parents for much of anything. Of course, many who wronged him or insulted him had their head removed from their bodies, so maybe it was just the novelty of the situation that puzzled him.<p>

His upper lip twitched at the thought of his father, and so he mused on a different subject. After the ordeal, he had wanted to just be at peace with himself, and to discipline himself for letting her get under his skin. He had not written in the book of his family's records considering the time he left and got back from the market, but he had spared time, and sure enough: it had helped calm his frayed nerves.

Pulling his kimono together, he tugged it lightly before rising, taking a candle with him. Chizuru followed him with her eyes, watching him intently. Walking down to where his floor to ceiling shelves of books were at, he stroked his fingers across the spines before stopping half way down the third aisle. Reading one of the titles, he pulled it down and brought it back. Setting it down he relaxed against his favorite window seat and put the candle on the floor next to him, briefly looking at Chizuru before opening up the books pages and beginning to read.

Deciding to look around, Chizuru rose, dusted off her kimono, and walked up and down the many aisles he had. The library looked big, but as she began walking, further along, it was a lot bigger than even she had first imagined. The moon light and the candle light danced on the wood and illuminated some of the book titles for her to read. When she stared at the mixture of light she realized something profound—they were like the two sides of oni. The moon light was, of course, the oni's favorite symbol—that of the night and of discord. It's white light like their hair and horns. But when she looked at the candle in her hands she felt that the candles small flame like the sun's rays, condensed and dimmed. She felt it was similar to how the struggle between the two natures of oni. The moon cast a long shadow and a light that reached farther than the candle did, yet the candle persisted. And when she held the candle just right it started to over-power the light of the moon in a small section, casting its light over the moon's and replacing it.

Amazed at her train of thought she looked around at the books, focusing back on their spines. She smiled at the thought of reading these every day, and began intently looking for a book to catch her interest. Maybe one day she would share her discovery with Kazama…

Looking upward, she was back at the first aisle. Setting the candle down on a small table near another small sitting area, she got up on a ladder attached to the bookshelf, leaning conveniently beside her and began looking at the ones higher up. She bounced from one foot to the other in slight excitement at the section she was at. Pulling one of the books down she ran her smooth fingers over the cover, smiling at a memory that had long since passed.

Glancing up from his book, Kazama let his eyes follow Chizuru's body around the room until she found the book she was looking for. Still watching, he saw her move to the table and sat on one of the pillows, resting her back against the table. Losing interest, he went back to his book that he had read many, many times.

* * *

><p>They continued to read for about an hour before Hozin cautiously stepped inside and bowed low to Kazama and Chizuru, "Milord, some servants wish to know where to put the treasures bought at the market. Also, shall I prepare a bath for you?"<p>

Closing his book gently, Kazama stood from the window seat and picked up the candle on his way up, "They can put them in my office where I will sort them myself. As for a bath, I will expect one ready by the time I am through here."

"Of course." Turning to Chizuru, Hozin bowed to her, causing Chizuru to fluster and bow back slightly. "For you milady, should I also prepare a bath?"

A wistful look crossed Chizuru's face as she imagined soaking away her cares in a warm bath, "Yes that sounds delightful. I will be leaving to go to my room as soon as possible. Thank you for your hard work, Hozin." Smiling and bowing deeply he nodded, "It is my job, but I am flattered by your words."

"You are dismissed, Hozin." Hozin not missing the pointed look from his lord, walked out of the room with as much grace as one could expect when fleeing for Kazama's stare.

* * *

><p>It was odd, Chizuru thought, to walk next to Kazama in a silence that was not awkward or strained. It was peaceful in its own way. She wondered what it would have been like to walk with him like this all the time. She smiled shyly—a very pleasant thought to be sure.<p>

Flicking her eyes to his burgundy choker she looked at it curiously. She had never seen him wear these chocker's until today. Blushing when Kazama looked at her, she waved at nothing, "I was just looking at your choker. It is very beautiful."

Kazama faced forward, "It was a gift from my grandfather. I received it some days ago."

Surprised, Chizuru faced forward as well, "Your grandfather is still alive?"

"In one form or another; he has been in many places. I do not know now where he sleeps." His voice was even, but Chizuru detected a hint of curiosity in his voice.

"Why do you not know?"

"My grandfather left our family after my father destroyed the Chikage name when he was younger. What he did, I do not know." A frown marred his lips as he turned a corner, followed by Chizuru who walked faster to keep up with him.

The conversation seemed to end, and Chizuru looked around trying to think of other ways of learning more about Kazama. Sighing, she knew it was hopeless and dumb to do what she was doing.

"I only saw my grandfather once. He spoke to me as if I was his son, and told me the entire visit that I should have been his child. He recounted many days of peace in the Chikage family history." Chizuru looked at Kazama breathlessly. He had spoken without a question, and his voice had changed a tone to a more reverent pitch as if recalling a beautiful memory lost but now returned after finding its way back to its owner. "His history in our book spoke of many things. His words were upfront and honest, yet he was a paradox. He was hard to understand if I did not listen well. Most of the things he told me I hardly believed at the time. Life in the Chikage household has only recently been so…hideous."

His voice became distant as his eyes grew slightly hazed; recalling something Chizuru had neither the eyes nor imagination to see, "I wonder how I would have been if I had him as a father. He had called me the best of us," he paused, resurfacing from his dream state and returning his face to its normal demeanor. The mood was gone and Chizuru was saddened for it. "He sends me gifts every few months, sometimes years apart. I know nothing of him except what was written in our history, but he knew everything about me from only one day."

Kazama looked at Chizuru with a blank stare, his eyes penetrating into her own, "Oni who grow to old ages are dangerous. They become extremely powerful, and many times grow to be calloused and detached. Most elder oni seek nothing, which is what makes them monstrous. They feel nothing for their brethren or any other species. My grandfather, however, always seems unaffected by such things, and has never stopped his curiosity. That was the last account he wrote," he looked back to where they were walking, "_"So ends the line of my reign. I go now to infinitely wander the seas, the skies, and the land. I want to know everything I can in the time I have been given. Why wait for old age to come, why dread, why wait with baited breathe in the hopes I do not become conceited? I will face it when the time comes, and I will become its master. I will wander on. I will face it head on, and in it—I will find my answers.""_

Chizuru smiled to herself. Her father had spoken often of older oni who were like what Kazama had previous described, and she feared them for that. Yet, her father always spoke of one oni he had met that gave him hope that such did not have to be one's fate.

"_He was a tall man, and did not look a day over thirty-five. If I had not seen his crest, I would have thought him any man. Yet his eyes were red, speaking of his lineage. I was but a young man, and I thought my life would end that day for oni back then were even more ruthless, especially to their brothers. Yet he smiled wide, and walked on." Her father paused and looked at Chizuru. "Do you know what he did before he walked completely past me?"_

_She shook her head 'no.'_

"_He said, "You will have a beautiful daughter, may you cherish every day given to you to see her smile. Live long, and do not fear the darkness, it will not conquer those who accept it and master it." I turned, and he was gone. He was the only elder oni I have met who has still had the face of a man still searching."_

"_For what?"_

_Chizuru's father smiled until his skin crinkled around his eyes, "The sun." He patted Chizuru's head. "I will read you a story one day, and you will know of what I speak of. All oni are looking for their sun." He looked skyward, "I hope I will not let the darkness conquer me as it does many oni."_

_Chizuru giggled, a small girl at the time, and groped her fingers around her father's in happiness, "I want to find the sun too!"_

_His eyes smiled at her, "Never stop your questioning, and never become too hard Chizuru. You really are something to cherish. I hope I can see you wed a man who sees that too."_

Chizuru closed her eyes, he never did. Had he known she would be forced into something like she was, he would have never let her go outside. She blinked, rethinking her analysis: or maybe he would have. Her father accepted many truths, but never let that stop him from walking out his door and meeting the day.

"_All of us face many trials, Chizuru. Do not let your heart grow cold. Accept each day as a gift, and do not dwell on what ifs. Walk outside, risk something, and be empathetic to both men and oni. Find it in your heart to understand the complexities of the heart, because not every glance is to do you wrong. Believe in the goodness of this world, because it hides even in the darkest of places."_

She was reminded again that she could have it worse. So what if she had to marry the oni beside her? She had seen some good in him, something was there that was hidden beneath the surface that was both terrifying and beautiful—a force as strong as a galling storm and yet as quiet, and gentle as falling cherry blossoms. Kazama was a war inside, and she was determined to help him fight it. Even if he did not want her help.

Breaking out of her stupor, she looked at Kazama, "Thank-you, for sharing that with me." He did not seem at all appreciative of her thanks but she felt this well of emotion bubbling to the surface, "No really, _thank-you_."

He finally turned to look at her, "Do you expect a "you are welcome." How long are you going to repeat yourself?" His voice was covered in sarcasm.

Chizuru huffed, gaining some boldness around Kazama unbeknownst to herself, "I just wanted to thank you for opening up to me, and sharing something." Her voice grew quiet then, "I, I just know nothing about you, and—" she stopped herself, afraid where it might lead her.

She was slammed against the wall. She had not expected that rough treatment and gasped, air leaving her lungs at the unexpected change in direction. "It will remain that way. The information you gain is for your understanding of my clan. You are a tool to a goal, nothing more."

She closed her eyes, the pain shooting up her arm at his grip, "Kazama…you're hurting me."

Ignoring her words, he bent low to where their noses were almost touching, "You disgust me. Your manner, your walk, your hesitation. If you have something to say then speak it, do not be so coy!" Chizuru gaped her mouth open as he squeezed her arm harder. She didn't know why he was acting this way and hurting her so much. Was he afraid of something? That couldn't be it. As the pain grew worse something came from the surface, and for once, she did not question it.

"You bastard!" Kazama blinked, and released her. He stepped back and said nothing, his face calm and collected. Whatever had angered him had clearly been repressed.

Chizuru rubbed her arm, tears coming down her face, "I am trying. I am trying to become strong, and to understand, and to change to become a better oni, but it is not easy when you keep barking at me! You are biting at my heels and constantly pulling at me with your teeth. You are like a wave battering me left and right. What I said to you tonight was wrong, and I know it. I deserved your hate then, but do I really deserve it now? You always seem fit to argue with me, but never once do you try to understand me! I am not the only one with the problem! I want to know you so I can understand you. I'm not asking to be your friend," she looked up at him, her eyes beginning to lighten to a pale yellow, "I am asking you to trust me!" She panted in exhaustion, physically and mentally. Her eyes slowly returned to their natural color as she calmed down.

She was flashed back to when he had choked her. She felt as if she was being choked now. Like he was gripping her neck and squeezing. She needed to escape. Yet she felt trapped. Trapped here, and trapped in a family that did not want her help.

Kazama lightly wrapped his hand around her neck, and she looked up at him in fear. Pure fear. A slight look of hurt crossed his features but was eaten by the calm coldness that surfaced.

"Trust yourself."

With that, he let go and seemed to vanish out of thin air, gone from her sight.

Hozin came running down the hall, a look of panic in his eyes, "Chizuru, Chizuru! Oh no." He knelt beside her, worry written all over his face, "I felt milords presence spike, creating this crack of energy. I feared something had happened. Then his presence vanished. Even now, I cannot find him. He has hidden his presence. Wherever he went, I hope he is okay." He was panicking and looking around wildly. Finally realizing he was getting nowhere he looked down at her quickly, "Are you okay?"

Chizuru slumped against Hozin, her forehead resting on his shoulder, tears streaming down her face for the third time this evening, "No. I can't do anything right Hozin. He gives me conflicting emotions. In the library he was calm, and it was a quiet and pleasant time. Then we were walking back and he opened up to me by sharing about his grandfather. Yet when I thanked him, he threw a sarcastic joke at me. I tried to explain myself, and then he said I disgusted him." She shook her head, "I don't know what to do. I feel so…"

Hozin wrapped his arms around her, "You are not at fault Chizuru. You are not to blame."

"But he said…"

"Lord Kazama speaks many truths, even if they are wrapped in hate, but he is not always right to point them out in such a way. It was milord's fault for taking things out of control and for being so rude to you for no reason. You cannot be blamed for something he could have easily controlled. For something he should not have said."

Chizuru returned the embrace, "He told me to trust myself when I looked at him in terror over him touching my neck. I called him a bastard…" She looked at Hozin with stunned horror. "I called him a bastard! How could I?"

Hozin, despite the seriousness of the situation, smiled at Chizuru's reaction. He laughed at her, surprised but glad she had stood up to Lord Kazama. "Did you? If only I could have seen it!" Hozin's laugh was contagious and Chizuru laughed lightly with him, glad he was here to calm her fears.

After a moment Hozin pushed Chizuru away from his shoulder and held her in front of him, "He is right though: trust yourself. Learn to depend on your own understanding Chizuru. That I can guarantee you is the only good thing he said to you."

She looked up at him when Hozin stood up, breaking their contact completely, "I do not like to see you battle yourself so much. To be a pureblooded oni is not easy. We are constantly at war. The moon hovers over our heads, but the sun has always been trying to break the everlasting night. We must fight in the hopes we will gain some peace."

Chizuru stood up, dusting off her kimono, and wiping her tears on her sleeves.

"What am I to do now?"

"Let him find his own path. Lord Kazama has always walked his own way. He often leaves for times and returns days, sometimes weeks later. Where he goes is unknown, as he usually masks his presence from us. What our Lord needs to do now is think and reflect. He may be an intellectual, and have immense book knowledge, but when it comes to matters of the heart—he is often at a loss. Yet, there is hope for him, if he chooses to accept it."

* * *

><p>Hideo sat up in his bed, his eyes alert. When he looked to his left he brought his eyebrows down in anger, "You are a fool."<p>

Kazama looked at his father with disdain, "And you are a snake."

"I am more cunning than you will ever be. What have you done that you seek my shelter of all places?"

Kazama pushed himself off of the side of the wall and walked around the room observing the objects littered throughout, his father had not removed any of his mother's items Kazama noticed, "Why did you allow mother to seal the letter with our seal?—it has brought ruin over our house. Shame."

Hideo growled in his throat and threw his covers off of himself, his loose kimono barely tied. "By the sound of your voice I will get no more rest tonight." Hideo pulled his kimono closer together very much in the fashion Kazama did to his and tightened his obi. The kimono still fell far looser than any other kimono he owned as this was his night one, but it was a way to distract himself from his son and his incessant, random convictions. His son was like this as a child, constantly spouting about honor, their family line, and other such nonsense. Hideo would pretend his son had actually come here with a true purpose. His usual orderly, slicked back hair was falling in his face. Hideo pushed it back but a strand or two fell in his face anyways. His hair was getting slightly longer but he did not want to take the effort to cut it at the moment.

He decided he would be honest and forthright with his son if it would make him leave sooner.

"Hinata never explained her mind to me about the true nature of her insistence of the seal. Her intentions can only be guessed, but I am sure they were to express a love she never had, or was lost to. To regain the honor she felt she had lost. And that is something even you can resonate with, you bitch about it enough." Kazama narrowed his eyes at his father but looked out the window. Hideo smirked at the joke, proud he had gotten his son that time, "She was a slave to her own self. She meddled too much in affairs of the heart in an attempt to restore the world to the way it once was. When she found out from me you had gained a pure-blooded servant you had not dispatched and kept close to you, she took this as her chance."

When no response from Kazama came, Hideo coughed, "I was going to send this to you, but seeing as you are here, you can have it now."

Kazama did not hide the disgust on his face before taking the letter, "Trying to act like a father or are you going to seal another command in a letter? Does this one ask me politely to commit seppuku for the name of whatever the hell you fight for?"

Hideo snarled at his son. "Do not act like such a pestilent child. You will show me respect. Regardless, I am your elder, your leader, and that, if nothing else, deserves respect."

Opening the seal, Kazama read the contents slowly before smirking, tilting the letter slightly in Hideo's direction, "You wrote this? Well, aren't we concerned that I will hate my mother unto the ending of the world? Did you fake being your wife now just to irritate me?" Kazama began pacing back and forth. He threw the letter at Hideo who picked it up and read what was written. He kept himself from sighing out loud. Here was his old love in these words…

Registering what his son had said, however, Hideo bit back a retort that, while he wouldn't regret it, would not do well for his conviction to be more understanding and honest. Hideo furrowed his brows for a moment, he was almost tempted to stab his son in the neck anyways and be done with him.

"I did not write it." Hideo dropped his blank mask, and looked at Kazama with tenderness that Kazama had never seen before, "Your mother did."

Kazama realized that the tenderness was not directed at him but at his dead mother. Kazama could not hold his father's stare and looked away, "Why?"

"Women are fickle, yet they are wise in their own ways. Probably more wise then we will ever know. She knew she was going to her death that much I can guess. She knew she was going to write the letter you received from her personally. And somewhere down the line, she knew she was going to regret it for reasons we will never know—her heart was in many different directions, you understand. The letter, it seems, is her withdrawing her previous letter and instructions—hence the new seal. She must have taken it after I sealed the first one." He looked at the letter once more. "I will honor her last letter and the seal she has stamped of my house." Hideo's eyes glowed gold, his hair turning white though no horns grew. He bit into his thumb and swiped his finger across the seal. Normally the seal would use his actual blood, even if his wife wished to use the seal as he was the head clan leader, but this would still make the seal hold weight and merit. Without his approval, even his wife's seal would become forfeit. Hinata must have hoped somewhere in a moment of enlightenment that Hideo would come to his old self, in part.

Hideo's wound healed quickly and his eyes returned to their blood red, his hair to its vibrant gold. He looked at his son for a moment, weighing something in his mind. After another moment's deliberation Hideo decided what he would do.

"What I am about to tell you is something you will not hear from me again." Hideo sat in a chair across from where Kazama stood and motioned for him to take the window seat that his wife had usually occupied.

Not wanting to bother to explain that he wanted nothing to do with what he was about to say, Kazama took the seat offered to him, and prepared himself as he did with many elder oni.

"Your mother grew up as a servant in my household. Her family was close to my family, and she had grown up in slavery, as I had grown up in wealth. Back then, life was simple, and easy. We worked hard for our food, but we were at peace, our lineage great and strong. My father, at that time, loved me more than I could ever express. His love went beyond all love I have ever known since, and in it, I felt free. He did not restrict my movements, and did not place rules on me except ones bound to him by tradition of our clans—the laws you yourself hold close. It was not right to marry your servant by principle, and it still is not looked upon with great acceptance. It is something that should not be practiced because it crosses many boundaries that are best left untouched, for both parties. Yet," Hideo smiled at some distant memory, clearly finding something in it that made him look much younger and stronger, "I loved your mother with a passion that was unheard of. She had a smile that lit up the room, and her face was most beautiful in the sun, the light dancing on her features. Her name befit her well. She was as gorgeous as the sun in my eyes.

Something inside of me snapped, however. I began to think things that often were hidden in the darkest parts of my mind. I began to mull over the fact that she could be doing this to gain my trust so she could take my throne. She might have sought to overthrow me. That notion died quickly, but the one that she might lose her love of me did not. So," Hideo looked at Kazama with deliberate pause so Kazama would be sure to pay attention, "I made her love me. I forced her to bed with me, as I thought that was the one way she would be mine forever. In doing so, I broke her spirit, and whatever goodness she had, was sucked back into her, never to see the light of day, never to shine on the world in all of its beauty. She no longer looked so radiant in the sun, but in the moon. Her beauty had become twisted, and in it, she had found darkness at last. She began to hate me. I ignored it, and forced her to marry me, almost at the cost of losing my inheritance and my title. When my father found out what had transpired—he was furious. What love my father had for me, was gone. If it was not gone, it was pulled far away from me as quickly as he gave it. He did not disown me, but he cursed our name, telling me the Kazama name would now be known for evil. In many ways, he was right."

Hideo rubbed his forehead, not looking at Kazama anymore, but focusing on a past he did not feel partial about sharing. "In many ways, your mother wanted to reenact the same torture I had placed on her: on you. She wanted you to marry someone you did not like, or at least, ruined your plans. She wanted you to feel the lack of control she had when I had raped her, and when I had made her my wife.

When she learned she was pregnant, she cursed me for doing this to her. I ignored her and told her to be happy. What once was a happy oni, an oni who was at peace, and who was always expressive and free, was now a bent over bastard who hated everything. When she gave birth to you, I too wanted you to suffer as I had suffered. Your mother was even more vicious than I was because she could not walk forward, and I hated you because she loved you more than she would ever love me. Our relationship was complicated, and it has taken me many, many years to understand that. It has also taken many, many years to realize my father was right. I cannot change the past, and there are many times when I want to go back to the moment when she was in my arms. I wish I had picked a better road, but I will not dwell on what is done. I cannot, and I will not have what I have done be held over me, because that is just as unfair as what I have done. The past is brutal but it should not judge our present nor shape our future if we have made the steps to repent.

Amazingly, your mother locked away what goodness she had left, and poured it into the letter in my hands which I will return to you. For one moment, she snapped back to whom she was before, and what you have in your hands is the last letter ever written by the woman I came to love passionately. Before she left me to go see you, she had turned and looked me square in the face, something she had not done for a long time. She observed my face quietly, and whatever she found, I do not know. She said nothing, and left. She had told me the night before that if you ever came to seek my audience, that I should give you that letter. You already know how much I thought that letter would never see the light of day." Hideo looked at Kazama, and studied his expression.

It was a fairly blank and masked expression, but something was off about it. Hideo studied Kazama closer to see he had fisted his hands and whatever emotions were raging behind his eyes, were being told by his hands. He was trying to conceal many things, and Hideo smirked before looking away, "You really are like your mother. If you are not careful, you will lose yourself behind your mask. You know as well as I that my temper is not pleasant, but at least I do not hide behind so many false faces that I lose sight of myself. There are times to hide yourself, and keep yourself close, and there are times when you need to express yourself, even if it is nasty. You may not want to hear this advice, and it may be going in one ear and then out the other: but listen to it nonetheless." Hideo looked at his son. "Will you murder me now for finding out I was even more of a honorless swine than before?"

Kazama continued to not look at Hideo. Sighing, Hideo rested a hand on his cheek and looked at Kazama whose eyes were turning golden in sheer concentration of bottling his emotions over.

"You are free from having to marry your once servant. What I request of you, as the clan leader who has given credence to this letter, is that she remains a free oni to seek out her days in peace. I am not the oni I was a few months ago despite your piss poor attitude and whining that I am. I am still a bastard, and will remain one until I die, and I still do not like you," He glared at his son. "You're a brat. But, Chizuru should not be held down by our secrets, or our fears. What I saw in her was light: bright and shining. She is a crane in many ways that she probably has yet to see, but my old years have at least made me able to see the trueness of the soul. Elder oni seek nothing because they gain nothing. Everything comes easy to them and so they linger because they secretly do not want to die either. Yet we want to possess everything. Nothing and everything. Maybe that is why humans are so much as they are: because they never live long enough for much of anything, but yet some humans I've seen are more content with the little they have than the wealth we own. Humans are annoying to us because they have found the secret to enjoying life to the fullest, while we know we live for a long time, and are not easily killed. We are almost immortal, and if we are not killed, death does not take us as it does others.

What I'm trying to say, is that this servant of yours is something to set free rather than to imprison. You said you have set her free, but what you must do now is really set her free." Hideo closed his eyes, "If she is smart she will flee from us as fast as she can. Let her discover herself as a free oni rather than a slaved one." He looked at Kazama again, "However, from what I have observed," He laughed quietly, "she will probably stay with you: marriage or not. There are few oni like her, they are very rare. Her war is not with her ability to keep her evil nature in check, but to not lose herself. She is at war with herself in ways I am glad I am not." He shrugged before looking at his sword that rested by his bed, "She is one of the first oni to be born from the sun."

Finally controlling his emotions, Kazama's voice rose to his father's ears, "That is just a myth." Hideo did not need to look at his son to see the disgust on his face. It was leaked from him in such waves that it could make one nauseous.

"Myths always have some truth to them, you already know this. The man that became born an oni of the moon wanted most of all to be with the sun. Our very nature is to be conflicted because we have within us two different beings. The human looking being which is what gives us our humanity and then our demon which seeks nothing but to destroy our very soul. We oni are usually at war with ourselves, in different ways, yes, but still in conflict. However, this servant of yours is in conflict for a different reason. She only sees things in light to do good. She is still selfish, I am sure, but she is conflicted by her need to do good unto others. She probably often loses sight of herself because she always seeks fulfillment in someone else in her attempts to do good. Her conflict is not with her desires, but with her very nature as something that is innocent and pure.

A story once spoke of an oni born from the sun that was the kindest, and most beautiful of all oni. She was a goddess to humans, and a saint to oni. How this oni came into being is not known, but she was born nonetheless. Her eyes were liquid pools of wisdom that far exceeded her years, even in oni standards. She did not war with her desire to do evil because it was not in her heart to do evil as we know it. However, what every being failed to realize was that as she readily sought after others, she began to forget herself. She began to dwell often on what others thought of her and made preconceived notions. She judged everything, and was cautious of everyone. She did not trust her thoughts because she felt they were selfish. She grew so paranoid that she committed suicide because it got to the point that every thought she had was a judgment. She had lost her war, and had died. Oni born from the Sun are real, and do exist. There are so few because their balance is fragile, and often most Sun oni do not live to be very old and they often die by their own hands. This is not to say oni born from the Moon are much better off, but we have a balance mechanism that is more stable than theirs is. She killed herself because she deemed it punishment for her wrongdoings, when she had never done a single thing to hurt anyone. We are selfish, and would never consider killing ourselves because that would shorten the time we have to kill, or to dominate. We do not wish to shuffle off this mortal coil.

What I want you to understand is that Chizuru needs to trust herself, and learn to become balanced. Having you constantly around will probably make her want to kill herself. I would." Hideo grinned at the glare sent his way by Kazama. "It is good to see you so heated. That is something I recognize."

Hideo looked away, "What your servant needs most is someone who is willing to guide her, and keep her from losing herself _in_ herself. She will always be prone to judgments, but there was only one oni from the Sun I knew who ever made it to living life as long as most of us do, and he made it so long without dying because he was married to an oni from the moon, the exact opposite of him in concerns, and worries. He was his own person, but she made him realize how much he needed her companionship." Hideo laughed, "That bastards still alive too. He'll probably never die."

Kazama's eyes widened slightly, everything clicking in his mind, "Grandfather."

"Yes, my father." Hideo smirked before rising. "He always said he was looking for the sun. It was a joke of his he often told me. He said that if he were constantly searching, he would always have a reason to live. He was never conceited about it, and always had a smile on his face. He made life seem easy, but if I had told you his story, you would know it was not. He found happiness in the small things, and that is what has kept him alive so long: the ability to see beyond himself, and his judgments, and to look truly at someone's heart and see them. My mother died when I was young, but my father always looked ahead. He grieved for his mate for a while, but he never lost sight of his future, or the present. My father is the most selfless oni I have ever met, and that girl will probably be the second."

Kazama rose as well and looked at his father. Hideo had a nostalgic expression on his face, one that seemed to contrast with the image Kazama knew of his father. Why did he even bother coming here?

_Why?_

Hideo flicked his eyes to Kazama. What Kazama saw directed at him was enough to make him speechless. He saw sorrow, and pain.

"Do not tread life alone, my son. A journey is only as good as the people met along the way. I am beyond hope, and have all but fallen from my knife, but you are young, and have time to change many things. You are free from your bondage your mother has placed over you. If she stays with you, then let her. That is something she should decide for herself. What you must do is trust something other than yourself. Believe in something beyond your own understanding."

Looking at his father Hideo was back to his grumpy demeanor, his face taut with a frown, but something in his eyes had changed that Kazama could not understand.

"Who are you?"

Hideo laughed loudly, "What a joke. I should ask the same of you." He face grew serious, "Leave me. You have much to think about, and I am tired. Whatever brought you here, you must now face head on."

* * *

><p>Kazama left swiftly from his father's castle. What brought him there was a mystery in and of itself. He had wound up there after he had left his castle. As he ran back to his own castle, Kazama held his mother's letter tight in his grasp. His mind kept racing to the last part of her letter.<p>

_"I'm not sure what has happened, but for this moment my head is clear, and I am ashamed of myself. I'm not sure why I feel I need to say this but, whatever I wrote in a letter I sealed with our family crest: I make it forfeit. I am sure that even in my intentions it will not prove to be the right course for you. I feel like I have amnesia and I remember nothing of my past, nothing of my present. _

_Something, however, has dictated me to write this to you—something welling up inside me. I want to die Kazama, I want to die. I am so…tired. What has happened to you? Where are you at? Why are you not here with your father and I?_

_I can feel it returning Kazama! I can feel the tide pulling me back out to sea…"_

* * *

><p>Hideo makes a reference to Shakespeare's <em>Hamlet<em>, "To die, to sleep, / To sleep—perchance to dream—ay, there's the rub, / For in that sleep of death what dreams may come / When _we have shuffled off this mortal coil_" (III.I.64-67). While Hideo himself would not know of its existence, or not really give where it was written in comparison to where Hideo lives, I felt it fit in some ways. Besides, I always have those lines running through my head so forgive me—my English geek was showing.

I think the whole letter feels less forced this way since it made more sense why Kazama was even fulfilling it in the first place. Also, I fall in love with Hideo the more I write him…he makes me chuckle.


	13. Dawn's Renewing Fount

**Crane Wings on Windows****  
><strong>_Chapter Thirteen —Dawn's Renewing Fount_  
>NEW as of February 2015<p>

The final edited chapter is done! From now on everything is new to everybody. I hope you all enjoy this chapter and what will be in store for next time! I have kept the old review here since I took the time to reply this person here.

_Update Feb. 28, 2015:_ I fixed the surname problem in this chapter. It may seem weird he refers to "his family name" as Kazama when he is called that but look at chapter one for why this is so.

_(Old) Reply to Review:_

**Stalianha:** First off, thank-you for your loving review: it is much appreciated. Secondly, about your first question—yes, Hinata is a pure-blooded oni because it was not considered proper to have a half-blooded oni or a human in the service of royalty (in my story). Hinata's family was not without noble blood themselves but was less so than Hideo's family as in my mind Hinata's family subjugated themselves to Hideo's family for a debt owed. Funnily enough, Kazama is one of the first oni of his family to break tradition and have humans, half-blooded, and full oni in his service despite how much he begrudges them. This is mainly because Kazama is about efficiency.

As for the literature I use, it is not inspired by anything per say, but I do love myths and legends, as well as Greek mythology. Therefore, I weave a lot of my inspiration from those. However, the titles of books, and the myths themselves are all made up by me, including the parables if I do not state otherwise. If you enjoy some of my work in "fake literature", I suggest looking at old Chinese/Japanese myths as I get some ideas from them as well (and the books I mention throughout the fanfiction which are real works). You may want to also look into proverbs/wisdom sayings by these people as well. You will find many interesting stories from those alone. If you find any interesting enough to share, please do so with me and I may or may not add them in some way into my story.

* * *

><p><em>"You were the brightest shade of sun I had ever seen,<em>  
><em> Your skin was gilded with the gold of the richest kings<em>  
><em> And like the dawn you woke the world inside of me;<em>  
><em> You were the brightest shade of sun when I saw you.<em>

_ And you will surely be the death of me_  
><em> But how could I have known?"<em>

"Like the Dawn," by The Oh Hellos

* * *

><p>When Kazama reached his castle, it was morning. He had wandered the forests for a long while until Dawn came with her rose-red fingers stretching across the sky. He had stood by a stream and observed the world as it stood before him. He had tucked the letter in his kimono and had contemplated his course of action. When he was looking up at the sky he had found it to be a simple beauty he wished he could bask in for longer than he had. Though he had things to do, and important things at that, he took the hours he had spent in nature as a time to reflect and enjoy the majesty of the world. But time would not stop simply because he paused to look at what was before him every day.<p>

As Kazama stepped through the door, Hozin was upon him, bowing deeply fluttering out apologies and nonsense that he did not have the time, or patience, to listen to.

"Where is Chizuru?"

Hozin looked up quickly and looked to the right, "She is on the upper balcony.. What she is doing, I do not know. Would you like me to get her, Lord Kazama?"

"No, I will meet her myself. Prepare breakfast for us and bring it to the balcony when it is ready."

* * *

><p>Chizuru sighed scanning the treetops. Most of the memories she had from out here were not pleasant, but she could not help but feel peaceful when she looked at the trees from here. They swayed beautifully and had a magic to them that enchanted. She reached for her neck without thought, reflecting on the previous night's events. When Kazama had left, she went back to her room and fell into a fitful slumber. She did not want the bath Hozin had made, and had apologized when she woke up, as he took time to make it for her. She forwent breakfast mainly because it was too early for her to eat, and because she could not think of eating when Kazama's words flashed through her mind. How was she to trust herself when she did not know how to trust anything? She trusted everything as it was. It was not until she met Kazama and the killers of her parents that she found there were people she could not, or did not trust. She was still not sure how much she trusted Kazama. She trusted him to protect her from danger and harm. Yet could he protect her from himself? She rose up her hands and looked at them. Desperation took her as she looked at her hands that were beginning to shake. She closed her eyes and clutched her hands tightly.<p>

_Can I trust myself? Can I trust you…Kazama?_

Though she wore a pink kimono with many flower motifs on the shoulders and sleeves, she felt hardly as cheerful.

Light footsteps made Chizuru flick her eyes behind her to see who was approaching. When she spotted Kazama, she quickly faced him and all but threw herself on the ground in front of him, keeping her eyes trained on the ground in front of her.

"Kazama, I have—" Kazama released an auditable sigh, "Save it."

Chizuru looked up at Kazama and closed her eyes in relief when Kazama motioned for her to sit beside him on one of the few chairs provided out on the balcony currently. There was also Kazama's couch but no one laid on that but him.

"What I am about to say needs to be heard in full. You will not interrupt me nor will you conceive preconceived notions about what I have to say. You said you want me to trust you: I trust you now that you will listen. When I have finished you may do what you wish, for I do not care enough to stop you."

Chizuru grew nervous but nonetheless nodded.

Kazama looked out at the treetops and let their peace envelop him before he spoke, "I have been in counsel with my father, Hideo Kazama, and have decided to acknowledge his advice, upon further review of the facts. As you know, you are to be my bride due to the foolishness of my mother. However, upon discussion with Hideo, I have come in possession of a letter that contains information written by my mother about the letter she personally delivered to me. This new letter has allowed for the termination of the previous letter; this new letter has been ascribed with my family clan's seal and has been acknowledged as honorable by the clan leader, making the seal of this letter valid. In the attempts of restoration of my family honor and oni pride, I am canceling our arranged marriage and giving you your complete freedom. You are not to go back as my servant unless you wish to nor will you be barred from my castle as a guest if you choose to stay willingly. I suggest you leave and never look back."

Kazama looked at Chizuru with a determined look. Though his general expression was neutral his eyes showed the urging for her to leave.

"Escape while you have the chance."

Chizuru took in the information quickly, and ran it through her head repeatedly. Amazingly she kept calm and levelheaded when she turned to give her reply. For once, she was allowed to make a decision for herself. No preconceived notions and no threats. She was allowed to freely do as she wished and she held her head high as she rose from her chair, facing Kazama.

She knew what she would do. Must do.

"First, I would like to thank-you for giving me my freedom. While I do not wish to become your servant again, I choose to stay here until I find more suitable accommodations, as I do not want to step on your good judgment. It is now that I would like to be frank with you, as a freeman, if I may be so bold."

Kazama smirked, his usual contempt on his face, waving sarcastically for her to speak her mind.

"I would like to go briefly into why I am choosing the option I am: for it is important for the both of us. Regarding yesterday, I wish to say that I am sorry I acted the way I did. I am cautious and timid by nature, and while I cannot understand your anger—I can understand your advice to trust myself. More often than not, I trust so easily that I have forgotten what it is like to build trust rather than to fully thrust it upon someone. I know that I do not have your trust completely, and I will be honest when I say you do not fully have mine. You do and say nasty, spiteful things that hurt me more than any sword ever could. In addition, what I said yesterday regarding your mother was foolish and spiteful, and for that, I apologize again. In regards to the marriage proposal, I am happy not for my sake, but for yours. You may not understand me when I speak this but, I am glad simply because I want you to marry someone whom you feel meets what you are looking for, rather than what your mother deems worthy of what you should have. As for the choice to stay here, I do so because I want to know how to trust and how to understand myself. You, better than anyone I know now, trusts themselves, their actions, and acts with decisiveness and quickness that I hope to one day have. In return, I hope that you will come to trust me, because that is all I have ever wanted from you, Kazama—your trust."

Chizuru bowed her head and closed her eyes, hands resting lightly in front of her. For once she felt that she could act as an adult, as a woman, and be proud. She did not stutter, she did not waver, and she did not back down. She told him what she thought in all honesty. He had said he appreciated honesty and thus she held nothing back that was pertinent. She was still unsure in her mind if she was making the right choice but she knew she needed to see for herself what she was capable of. She knew that Kazama could help her if he was willing to open up himself to her enough to allow a mutual sharing of one another.

Kazama was again faced with the feeling of respect for her willingness to place herself under his judgment. It was this side of Chizuru that he found he could acknowledge. Her quiet, timid nature was a part of her but she truly shined as an oni when she looked at him with passion, conviction, and determination. When her tongue lighted on him yesterday while walking to the market he felt true pleasure at her sharp tongue. Here her tone was professional and reserved but held quiet conviction.

Kazama closed his eyes, a slight smirk forming on his face.

"All I have to say in response is this: you are now a permanent guest. You still are allowed free access of my castle, and are allowed in the servant's quarters. You may work if you wish to keep yourself from being idle, but as I stated before: I am not going to entertain you all the time. I have other things to do that require my attention. As I have offered the option for you to stay, you will not be rushed nor persuaded to leave. If you deem it right to do so, then you will not be restrained, nor pushed, to stay. As you are my guest, I, by tradition, must tell some things to you of events happening in my castle. I am going to be entertaining guests the evening, most are simply merchants come to inform me of minor issues, but I require you make your presence known, as they are still to be regarded as important people. Now that breakfast has arrived, I will take my leave." Kazama rose as Hozin was setting down the food.

"Hozin, prepare a bath for me, and bring my breakfast to my chambers. Also, did you put all of the merchandise in my office?"

"Yes milord."

"I will be going through them this afternoon so if any of the guests come early, tell them to wait in the common room."

"Of course milord."

Kazama walked off without another glance at Chizuru or another word to Hozin. When he had left, Hozin sat down by Chizuru to get the short version of their conversation. When she explained it, Hozin smiled with relief, "I am glad to know you will be staying here with us. Moreover, you have been given your freedom. I hope that you will stay with us for a long time, Chizuru. I would sorely miss your company should you leave."

Chizuru smiled at Hozin as he got up to leave, informing her he had his duties to perform. When he left her smile faded. Whatever lie ahead was something Chizuru was not sure of, but she say a break in the clouds. It had been almost six months since she has been in this household and so much had, she realized, changed. Looking at her breakfast, Chizuru wondered what it would be like to spend the day with Kazama as neither his "bride" nor his "servant." She frowned, it would probably be the same.

* * *

><p>When Chizuru had wandered the halls aimlessly for what seemed like an eternity, she had wound up at the library. Somehow or another she was always passing the library, but she had been keeping her distance from it these past few hours. However, she was overall curious as to what may be inside she hadn't looked at yet, and seeing as there was nothing else worth doing, she ventured inside, cautious above all else. She feared Kazama may be inside, fretting over what she would say if he was. She knew she was over-thinking her mind about Kazama. It wasn't as if he'd changed since the last few days she had met him. He was still the same. Yet, she did not know if she could face him right this moment.<p>

To her silent relief, Kazama was not around. Chizuru shook her head when she remembered that it was because he was locked in his office sorting through his items he had bought. Since he run out last night, he did not have time to do it then, so he was doing it now. Setting Kazama aside in her mind she wove her way around the books, looking for a particular book. Finally settling she would never find it she sat on the window seat Kazama seemed to be fond of. Snuggling close to herself, she looked around the room, and took in the atmosphere of the library all over again. It felt like home here. It was quiet and despite the size, it felt cozy and warm. It radiated feelings of contentment and with the added smell of new and old books made Chizuru's senses tingle with remembered delight. The library was sectioned off quite simply. From the window-seat and forward were a table, some pillows, and small steps leading to enter the main library sections. The stairs themselves were only two and they were extremely long, spanning from the first column of books to the last, there being four altogether. Beyond the stairs were the books, in the four large shelves that went on for a long time it seemed. If, Chizuru thought, Kazama continued to buy and find more books he would have to expand it even more so. When she faced towards the doors the large book that had caught her attention the first time she walked in here caught her attention again. She wanted more than ever to hop down and look through it, but something always stopped her from doing so. It felt as if she had to be asked to look in it and that despite it being out in the open, it was the only book throbbing with an important air not able to be touched by her unless given permission. Hopping off the bench, she resisted the temptation of looking through the large book, and instead went back to her quest of finding the book she was looking for.

While Kazama had his library organized to perfection, Chizuru still lacked the patience to figure out exactly where he kept certain books of certain genres simply because they were more than one. She had been through the history section, but figured since it was not a true history, it would not be there. Then she thought of myths and legends and when she searched the section, she finally found where it would be: only to see it was missing. Placing her hands on her hips she huffed, annoyed at who could have taken it. It was always when one wanted to read something that it was never there to find.

"I am certain Lord Kazama has the book you are looking for." Chizuru turned, unsurprised to see Hozin smiling at her. It was towards dinnertime, and he was probably here to find her. "He came in here earlier to put the books he bought in their place, and as he was leaving I saw that he had removed that book and took it with him. If you want the book, you will have to find Lord Kazama. Also, as dinner is done, and our guests are here, I am required to get you."

Nodding politely, though mortified on the inside that Kazama had the book she wanted, she walked out of the room beside Hozin, curious as to why Kazama wanted that book now of all times.

"What is the significance of this book? Both of you sought it out like a cure for the plague. Is there something important inside of it?"

Chizuru shook her head, "Hardly, if you are not into tales. That book I was looking for had Isuda's _Golden Oni_ in it. I am not sure why Kazama was looking for it, seeing as how he knew more about it than I did." When Hozin gave her a mildly confused look, not understanding, Chizuru clarified the situation for him. "Oh, right, we discussed the book on our way to the market, and I was curious now that I saw the story from his perspective, to read it again."

Hozin nodded when all became clear to him, and a soft smile appeared on his face aware of something Chizuru seemed oblivious too. When Chizuru inquired about it, Hozin feigned forgetfulness and said he had remembered something pleasant that brought a smile to his lips. She did not press him further as the dining room was not far from where they were.

When Chizuru took her seat, she looked at the guests and smiled to herself. It was some of the merchants from the market, as well as a man she did not see at the market, and she figured someone important for something else. Kazama looked at Chizuru and then at the man, "Chizuru, this is the village elder from the east. He has come to indulge me on the knowledge of our harvest. The merchants are here on other business."

With that, Kazama ignored Chizuru the rest of the time at the dinner table. Some of the merchants made small chatter with her, and she had a lovely conversation with the woman she had seen the hairpins from, and the man who had sold Kazama the _Shinkokinshū _book she had picked up towards the beginning of their day in the market. She wondered what they were here for; maybe, Chizuru contemplated, he desired to buy something else from them they may not have had on hand. Shrugging to herself, Chizuru excused herself when she had finished, and left to go back to the library.

She aimlessly looked for a different book to read, seeing as how she was not going to look for the _Golden Oni_. She was content to let him use it and then read it herself when he was done with it. Just as she sat down to read the book she had plucked from the history section, Kazama entered with a book in his hands. He looked at her with his usual blank stare, but something was off with it, as if he was contemplating something. Raising the book to her view, she knew instantly that it was the _Golden Oni_ she had wanted to read earlier.

"You seek this book, correct." Chizuru was slightly annoyed that he never asked anything as a question, but that in and of itself did not annoy her so much as he was usually always right.

"Yes, I wanted to read it. However, Hozin told me you had picked it up so I decided to read something else."

Something was bugging Chizuru and so she spoke it before Kazama said something else, "How did you know I sought that book?"

Kazama lazily sat down by the table and rested his right arm on the table, perching it on his head, his usual gaze staring right through her, "You are easy to predict, and it was easy to surmise you wanted to read the book after I spoke to you about it. My question is whether I should be flattered or not."

Sighing, Chizuru sat across from him, setting the book she had beside the one he had, "I just wanted to read it now that I had gained a new perspective on it. You may take it as flattery but that wasn't my intention upon reading it."

Closing his eyes with a slight grin, he shrugged, "You are full of surprises today."

Chizuru was taken aback by what he said, and fidgeted. Kazama opened his eyes and kept the grin on his face, "Yet you are still the same as always. Do you think I like it when you cower before me? I was paying you a compliment, and you shrink into a pitiful mess."

"I just—"

"Annoying. Take the book and be done with it. Put the book back when you are done with it." Kazama's grin was gone, and his usual blankness had made its way to his face.

Bowing her head Chizuru sighed, before chancing a glance at Kazama who was rising from his seat.

"Why did you come here? If you knew I was here, did you just want to give me the book?"

Looping one hand through his kimono, Kazama turned slightly, "No, I did not. However, I do not feel in the mood to talk, as I have done my fair share today."

"Please, Kazama, I wish to know what it is you came here for." Bowing by the table, Chizuru closed her eyes, hoping he would listen. Why was she getting all worked up over something she did not even know what it was? She heard a tinkle and, puzzled, looked up to see Kazama extending something to her.

"I do not give out trinkets often, but I am inclined to do so to my guests, who, no matter whom they are, have come to stay in my castle. It is also known to me that your face the entire market was pitiful. You cannot hide anything properly, can you? Even humans are aware of your actions."

When Chizuru plucked the item from him, something like gratitude washed over her. As she studied the item in her hand, she smiled fondly, "This is different than the one I saw before, at the market."

Kazama stood to his full height and looked out the window, "She had more hairpins with her, and that one, I deemed, fit you more than the others."

She couldn't help but detect a sense of pride from him, as if he knew her so well. Staring at the hairpin with delight, she raised it so the light reflected off it. It was a silver hairpin, like most of the others, and dancing upon its head was a crane with its head sheltering another animal. When she examined it further she noted it was a wolf, whose mouth was open, ready to bite the crane's neck which she foolishly exposed to the beast.

"You expose your neck to wolves, and yet you do so willingly because you are foolish. You shelter beasts, thinking they will change, but a wolf will always be a wolf. Just because a wolf can be placid does not mean it stops being a wolf. That hairpin is a sign of your foolishness."

The words came quickly from Chizuru and she did not think before she spoke them, "That may be true, and I may be foolish, but I will continue to stick my neck out for people, for everyone. It may seem foolish, but my goal is not to change someone when I shelter him or her: it is to protect him or her. The crane bends its neck willingly to the wolf because it loves this wolf, and is willing to take the risk that the wolf will bite her head. To me, I see bravery, and courage, not of strength but of heart. The wolf, in and of itself represents grace, power, and cunning; loyalty to its clan and brethren. Yet, the crane extends her head to him because power, cunning, grace, and loyalty are nothing without patience, love, virtue, mercy, and wisdom. The crane is trust, and the wolf is self-dependence. Both without the other, though they themselves are different species, have an understanding. The wolf goes to bite the crane because it does not know how to extend love when it has so often extended hate. The crane does not know how to think with wit when it has, for so long, always extended love. Both, in many ways, are lost and it is only when they come together that they harmonize.

So, this hairpin may be a sign of my foolishness, but it is also a sign of my love, and my determination to understand someone's perspective which is far different from my own."

Chizuru started into Kazama's dark red pools and saw a wolf biting at its own heels, and she was sure Kazama saw a crane fluttering around as if trapped by an invisible cage. In short, both had come to an understanding that they were both in need of help, one realizing this, the other in denial. Yet, they both were confused as to how to receive the help they desired, because for so long both had relied upon themselves to pick themselves from the cold ground. While one gate was opening, many more were shut between them.

However, as Chizuru stuck the hairpin in her hair, something foreign told her that one day she would see Kazama on the other side. He, in turn, would see her.

And maybe then, something truly wonderful would happen.

* * *

><p>There is a small reference to <em>The Odyssey<em> in the first paragraph of this chapter regarding Dawn. One example of this from _The Odyssey_ is this: "When young Dawn with her _rose-red fingers_ shone once more…" (II.1). It is an epithet that is used when talking about Dawn and I decided to use it for fun!

My final edited and re-vamped chapter is done! Expect a new one as soon as possible. It may not be for a week or so since I do have classes and I will be busy tomorrow. Considering on how quickly I get it written it may be done sooner than that. I will try to work on it some tomorrow if I can and tonight when I finish reading some more. I hope you guys look forward to what will be in store for Kazama and Chizuru!


	14. The Oni of the Sun

**Crane Wings on Windows**  
><em>Chapter Fourteen — The Oni of the Sun<em>

Finally—an all new chapter! And it is a real fourteenth chapter, hahah. I am excited to bring this to you after three years of delay. I hope that you all enjoy this chapter. Below are replies from anonymous reviewers. The reviews I am responding to are all from the "old" chapter fourteen which was an author's update.

That OC I was talking about in my old story will make his appearance here for a short time. It isn't grand or anything but he will crop up now and again so I figured I better introduce him soon. Just so you guys do not worry, if for some reason you might, I should not be introducing any more characters to this story, I want to keep it a small cast of characters.

_**Regarding Kazama Chikage's name (please read):**_ It has come to my attention (thanks self for being lame) that I have been switching the surname and first name of Kazama. Kazama is his surname and Chikage is his first name (for all of you who knew this and didn't tell me, that is very kind of you to bear this). I will gone through my story and switched (when it is mentioned as a full name or as a clan name) that it would be Chikage Kazama (Chikage being his first name). Keep in mind though that everyone will still call him Kazama to be just as accurate with_ Hakuouki_ calling him such. For my story, since I have his family in this fanfiction their last names will be changed. Also, in regards to those other family members not being called by Kazama as well, think of it like this as this is how it will work in my story: The youngest member bears the family name as mainly their name as a way to "spread" glory and honor to their family. When he has made his name well enough or done something great for the family he will be allowed to be called Chikage by his family and others. (So "Kazama" is the name given to the youngest and most active member of their family). If I do it this way I can one, keep almost all of my references to Kazama (as I do still think many people know him this way) and two, be accurate when needed for family surnames, and three, I can actually use this knowledge in my story for Chizuru and Kazama in a later chapter! This, I believe, will satisfy all parties!

_Anonymous Reviews:_

_**Guest (no name):**_ Oh my dear you are quite, quite welcome! I am glad I could rest your heart at ease. Your many thank-you's touched my heart and made me smile. I hope this chapter is worth it for you.

_**Rebbeca:**_ I have to say I had a huge laugh at your comment. I even told my roommate! Your enthusiasm is one of the reasons I could not desert this story! Thank you for the laugh and for the good cheer. GRATITUDE ACTIVATE.

_**Vicky:**_ I am glad to see I have a whole new reviewer to my story! It warms my heart to hear you enjoyed my story. I appreciate that you took the time to write in a language that is difficult for you—your tenacity made me happy.

* * *

><p><em>"The flow of the river is ceaseless and its water is never the same. The bubbles that float in the pools, now vanishing, now forming, are not of long duration: so in the world are man and his dwellings. …They die in the morning, they are born in the evening, like foam on the water. Whence did he come, where does he go, man that is born and dies? We know not."<em>

Excerpt from "Account of My Hut" by Kamo no Chōmei

* * *

><p>A month had lapsed since Chizuru's blessed freedom. Though she still remained at Kazama's castle, Chizuru felt less caged and therefore her mood was much more joyous than before and her feelings less conflicted. Though she often kept to herself, especially now that Kazama had no true reason to talk to her, she would spend some days sweeping the front entryway or talking with Hozin. Chizuru wanted to say much had changed in Kazama and her relationship but nothing truly had. Chizuru did not consider this ultimately a bad thing as they had not had any more skirmishes like the one that set in motion her freedom. Everything in the Kazama household was as still and peaceful as the world around her was. September brought with it changing leaves and, hopefully, new possibilities.<p>

Chizuru began to form a habit while she passed through her first month of freedom. She often read one of the books Kazama had given that still sat in her room. When she finished a book, she would return it to his library and replace it with another. She had, of course, asked for Kazama's permission before this was done. His only response was a light, "hmm?" and a quick glance before Kazama had went back to his letters. He had not stopped her from switching out books the rest of the month so she supposed his "hmm" was a distracted form of approval. She believed that Kazama sometimes pretended to listen when he was, in fact, thinking of something else. Yet he also was listening well enough to catch just enough to comment. She had not proven whether this was actually true but it seemed true considering how at times he would look at her and just stare, make a passing comment, and then look back down at whatever he was doing at the time. She never had the heart to ask if he was listening to her when they did sit down and eat at the same table.

Chizuru was glad, however, that Kazama seemed to accept her company as normal though he never seemed to go out of his way to acknowledge she existed in his castle. Chizuru secretly wondered if Kazama would pursue finding other oni women to possibly initiate courtship with, but none seemed to come and she was not privy to Kazama's thoughts to know why. She did not know how she would feel if a new woman came but why would it matter to her? It was Kazama's castle and it was his choice to decide who he married, if he married. Chizuru had a hunch that Kazama was not truly looking for a wife any time soon. He rarely went anywhere and since there were not many pure-blooded oni left, let alone those who were female, she believed that it would be a long time yet before any sort of woman passed Kazama's attention.

A hearty gust of wind blew and Chizuru lifted up her hand as she turned her face into the wind. She had been outside sweeping leaves and looking at new things she had yet to see before. It was truly futile to sweep the leaves when more took their place but Chizuru was determined nonetheless. Kazama's courtyard was huge anyways and sweeping it was enough of a chore in itself, never mind having to keep sweeping it clear of leaves when the wind made a fine mess of her efforts. The leaves had been changing colors steadily and now the trees framing the courtyard were vibrant golds and reds. However, what was the main attraction of the courtyard were the rows of cherry trees. When the wind had picked up it took with it many cherry blossom petals. Looking up at them she felt as though she had been transported to a world fantastical.

Nothing seemed more calming or breath-taking than to see the blossoms fall in elegant waves, bright and crisp. Their falling petals brought with it a still sadness but Chizuru ignored those thoughts for more cheerful ones. Sitting on one of the steps leading to the front doors to the castle, she rested her broom next to her. She stretched a moment before placing her hands on her knees, gazing out past the wide open gate into the world beyond.

All of the sudden, Chizuru felt an unknown presence coat her senses. It was a strong, old presence. It seemed to be even more oppressive than Kazama's and welled up with a power that she could almost taste. She looked around nervously but she saw nothing. After a moment the presence suddenly cut short, as though a line had snapped, severing whatever had made Chizuru feel the presence entirely.

She sighed, not sure what to do about such a feeling. Maybe she was losing her mind. She looked around one more time, still unsure if she should get up and check around the castle's entrance. She had felt a presence and it was similar to Kazama's. She wondered if by chance it was Hideo's but she had never truly paid attention to his when she had seen him. Looking to the cherry trees she scanned them for any sign and as if he had been there the whole time, a tall man was looking up at one of the cherry trees before him. He was turned from her, one of his hands in the same manner as Kazama—resting on his katana. She could see that much. But what truly caught her attention was his hair—it was almost white, a platinum gold that still clearly showed its beautiful golden vibrancy. What was more was the length of this man's hair. She had never seen a man with so much hair. It was perfectly straight and stopped just at his lower back. It was tied back in some dark red cord, but that did not stop most of his hair from flowing freely in the wind.

As though he just now discovered he was not alone, he turned his mid-section a quarter of the way to look her directly in the eyes. When he met her gaze she could not look away. Transfixed she felt as though she was being both pulled and pushed at the same time. This must have been the man, no oni, who had the immense presence. He must have been suppressing it somehow but his eyes did not seem to ease any of the potency and power that his aura had possessed. He narrowed his eyes at her in a fashion that reminded her of Kazama but it was not a malicious narrowing. It seemed, curious, somehow. She could not begin to place why she felt that way. His eyes were a red like Kazama's but they were of a much darker, richer hue. They seemed to have some blue in them as well, almost casting his eyes as a burgundy. But there was a lightness about them that seemed to disregard the darkness, and richness of his eyes.

He blinked and the feeling was gone. She did not feel held rooted to her seat any longer. She blinked as well and let out a breath she did not realize she was holding. The man wore a wine-red kimono with a black haori and obi. It was a simple elegance, almost practical in its function. What caught her eyes most about his dress was that he wore a chocker similar to Kazama's only his had a design she could not quite make out from this distance, the cord was black though.

As though his interest of her had faded he looked back at the cherry blossoms blowing now gently in the wind.

"Um…uh…" Chizuru did not know what to do. Was he a friend? An enemy? How did Kazama know him? Did he know him at all? The oni looked about the same age as Hideo, if not a bit younger. Though he had such long hair seeming a tad feminine, he had a strong facial structure with high cheekbones and a straight, elegant nose. His features were fairly sharp, and his eyes were of a dangerous elegance and etherealness to them. What struck her as terrifying was that his pupils were contracted, as though he was constantly staring at the sun. Chizuru clutched her hands to her breast and was about to get up when the man turned back to her, this time fully moving his body.

"Do not get up; it would be rude of me to make a lady rise for my occasion." His voice was deep, like Kazama's, but there was wisdom behind it, and a beautiful tone that made her feel as though he was singing something deep and stirring. She felt, for some reason, that if the sun had a voice—it would be his.

She blushed at her thoughts—she had never spent this much time looking at someone, besides Kazama. It was embarrassing! She had just met him and she still didn't know who he was! When he approached her and stopped a few feet in front of her she got a closer look at the design on his chocker—it was of a cherry tree. He was well built, clearly strong and imposing but still fairly slender. She could not help but think of Kazama again. Why was she constantly comparing this man to Kazama?

"…Who are you, if I may ask? I can let Lord Kazama know you are here. Was he expecting you…?" She ventured. She was hesitant, worried that this noble presence would be a dangerous figure.

The oni smirked down at her before coming to sit beside her. She moved over considerably. He sat ram-rod straight and when he looked at her she blushed again for some reason. That stare he had was strange: it was as though he was looking right into the very heart of her.

"Can you expect the wind to come if you call upon it?"

Chizuru looked at him puzzled for a long moment before her eyes lit up in understanding.

"But cannot the wind still make known its presence, give to us its name, when it comes, whether tomorrow or today? So come then, wind—tell me who you are and where you pass to today."

The oni's eyes smiled at her, clearly amused with her words.

Chizuru felt strange. She still had no idea who he was and yet here he was speaking to her in riddle-like sentences. She tried to make something up on the fly but it wasn't really much of anything, she thought. So this man hadn't been expected by Kazama…?

"A very pretty answer. For such winged words I will tell you my name: Satoru Kazama."

Chizuru stared at him a moment. Kazama? Oh no, she had been talking to a relative of Kazama's without actually knowing. No wonder she compared him to Kazama so much. She was not sure why she was so bad at figuring these things out. She had made the same blunder with Hideo. Hideo at least looked similar to Kazama. While Satoru did not quite look like Kazama, it was still true that just by principle this was the only family she had known that had naturally red eyes and blonde hair. She got up and bowed before him, her hands pressing into her front as she did so.

"Forgive me milord, I did not know you were of relation to Lord Kazama. Would you like for me to let him know of your presence?"

When he didn't respond immediately she looked up hesitantly. Satoru was looking out past the gate as she had done moments prior to his arrival.

"I am not a lord anymore. You may simply call me Satoru. It is the name that my parents blessed me with—it will do." He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye, "Do not worry over Kazama, he will come in a moment."

Satoru went to looking back out the gate. Chizuru looked around in confusion. She did not understand and she was getting a headache. But even though this man was a relation of Kazama and Hideo, he seemed to hold none of their true malice and vice. He seemed, for lack of a better word, lonely. If anything he seemed aloof, similar to Kazama but much less pointed about it. He was like the thoughtful, quiet and contemplative, Kazama.

"How do you know that Kazama is going to come?"

He continued to stare out in the distance. It was almost sorrowful to watch him look out as though expecting something or someone to come through those gates. After a moment he blinked and looked down at Chizuru as she had returned to her seat.

"You ask many questions." He smiled gently at her. "That is very good." His smile disappeared after a moment. "As for answering your question: if even an oni such as you, with your undeveloped powers, can detect my spirit then how much more will my grandson?"

_Grandson?_

Chizuru gasped. "You're the grandfather Kazama told me about!" The next lines she blurted out she blushed at after uttering them. "But you're so young looking!"

Satoru smirked at her, closing his eyes and chuckling a bit. Chizuru bowed her head regretting her words entirely.

"Forgive me, that was rude to say."

"No, it was quite an honest reaction. I have not seen such open-hearted honesty in many years. I am indeed Kazama's grandfather and Hideo Kazama's father." His smirk had never left his face. "As for your reaction, I have always had a young face."

Chizuru did not think that was a sufficient answer but did not probe him farther. Chizuru was going to say something to him when Kazama appeared before them. Chizuru gasped at his sudden appearance but Satoru merely folded his arms across his chest, his expression had changed to match his grandsons—blank and calculating.

Finally, Kazama did something Chizuru never thought she would see—he bowed his head and kneeled before Satoru.

"Grandfather, I have not seen you for many centuries. What has brought you to my keep? Has something happened that requires you in person? I thought you would never set foot inside a Kazama household ever again."

Satoru sighed slightly and Kazama rose.

"Always directly to the point. You have always been one to hold a pointed directedness some may consider rude." Satoru smiled humorously, "But it is no matter. I have come because I felt a shift in the tides. The water that had once been receded has come back to shore again. Also, Hinata, I realize she had passed on from this world. I assume this to be of your father's doing."

Chizuru noticed that when Satoru mentioned Hideo his mood seemed to sour considerably. He had a pensive, aggravated look like someone who was witnessing a foul thing being done and could not get rid of the source of discomfort.

Chizuru did not think again before speaking. Her voice was quiet.

"How do you know she's dead…?"

Kazama snapped his gaze to her and it was enough to silence her. Clearly she had done something wrong. She bowed her head but Satoru sighed again.

"Do not reprimand a child for being curious. She has done nothing to stroke my ire or dishonor me. Her words are heartfelt, pure in their exploration and desire to understand."

Kazama looked away before closing his eyes and folding his hands in his kimono sleeves, his grandfather was not one he could argue with easily. He was technically correct but it still irked him to see Chizuru so free with speaking to his grandfather as though he was just one of her little friends.

Satoru looked at Kazama for a long moment before turning to look at Chizuru, his gaze blank like Kazama's but less rigid. It was clear that Satoru tended to be more expressive than his son and grandson, but there was an odd feeling of distance. She couldn't seem to place why that was so. Maybe it had something to do with that power of his and that feeling she had gotten earlier while he stared out at the scenery.

"Kazama would have told you that age for oni's holds dangerous gifts. I have lived for a long time. You made reference to me seeming young—what did my aura send to you?"

Chizuru was not sure how this answered her question but she answered his question anyways.

"Old. Ancient. Powerful…it felt like being sucked into some unknown power. It was like it was trying to consume me…"

Satoru smiled softly, "Though you lack experience, your intuition is very good." He paused and watched as Kazama leaned against the pillar beside Chizuru. Satoru recognized that Kazama was becoming disinterested in such explanatory dialogue. Satoru believed it was that easy disinterest that made Kazama hard to talk to. "My spirit is strong because it has lasted. As a tree gains strength the longer it is rooted to its ground, ever expanding and stretching, so too do oni's grow and stretch their spirits power. This power, however, forms a beginning detachment for the world and an unquenchable yearning for it. As we age we grow closely connected to the fabric of our oni nature and the family clan we are born from. Our greatness is, in some ways, passed down through our parents. That is why oni seek to breed with only select females because they come from an ancient line deeply woven into a powerful history."

Satoru stopped and looked at Chizuru. "I have a strong presence in what ebbs and flows in this world because of my particular oni qualities. This is a concept hard to grasp as it is extremely abstract and to give it a name, to form it into words, lessens what it is. It is not fully able to be understood until it is experienced but it still can be brought into a vague structure. Our oni powers are much like our traditions—unsaid. It is simply accepted and it has existed. I simply know that Hinata is dead, her soul no longer here. Her tide has gone out and is distant from me. Your soul is but a stream, flowing gently and clearly upon a morning quiet and clear. There is no malice in you. Anger may add rocks to your stream, slightly altering your flow but it never once is blocked. Eventually the rock erodes and gone was that anger and hurt. You have yet to become an ocean. Do you understand what I tell you?"

Chizuru furrowed her brows in thought for a moment, assessing everything he had said.

"I understand a little. Do you know everyone's…" She couldn't find the word she was looking for to describe what it was that he did.

"Not to the extent I know yours and those surrounding my clan. My bonds to my family are as close as if they were my very own. Hinata, and you for your interaction with my grandson, place you in vicinity where the more you co-exist with my family, the closer I am to gaining a nature of your presence. However, my oni powers are extensive enough to allow me glimpses, and images, from those not even related to me or near my family."

Satoru stopped talking and looked at Chizuru. It took Chizuru a moment to realize he was waiting for her to acknowledge what he said.

"Oh, yes, I think I understand it better. But Hideo, uh, Lord Hideo…"

Satoru's gaze hardened. Kazama opened his eyes slowly and looked at Satoru out of the corner of his eyes.

"My father didn't kill Hinata." Kazama looked up at the clouds in the sky drifting with such lethargic wandering, "I did."

Satoru glanced at Kazama for a long moment. Sensing his stare, Kazama looked him in the eyes as well. Chizuru sat dumbfounded and watched as they both just stared at each other. Finally, Satoru sighed.

"This family is born to pave its name in the blood of the misunderstood and the innocent." Satoru rose and began walking away.

Chizuru looked confused—was he leaving? After he just arrived?

"Um, Kazama, is Satoru leaving so quickly?"

Kazama continued to lean on the pillar. He began watching his grandfather leave, unsure of what to do of his presence himself. It was clear Chizuru had no idea what to do and was acting even more clueless around his grandfather.

"Yes. He comes and goes as a wraith comes and goes amongst his clan, searching for some form of peace. He is restless, ever-seeking. It is his life. My father has made him so."

Chizuru thought that a strange way to talk about his grandfather. It felt like he was talking about a spirit, not a living thing.

"Is he dead?"

Kazama chuckled deeply at her words causing Chizuru to blush.

"No, he's not dead. Satoru is alive and stronger than any oni to be encountered. Curiosity drives him and an unceasing longing for wholeness, resolution. My grandfather will never stop moving until he can find what it is that will give him peace for what has happened to his clan."

Chizuru looked at Kazama and how casual he talked to her. She smiled softly, maybe he was getting used to her being around.

Satoru paused and looked at one of the cherry trees, its blossoms falling as the wind picked up again. Chizuru thought he looked for the entire world as a man isolated. Satoru extended his hand and grasped a cherry blossom petal in his hand before releasing it.

Kazama studied Chizuru's face, watching her follow his grandfather's movements.

"My grandfather chose his path. He has found peace along it for his own soul. It is his right to be as he is, despite my father. Empathize with him if you wish, but do not pity him. He is too true an oni for pity to linger upon him."

Chizuru looked at Kazama and smiled sadly. "I don't pity him. He just seems so lonely, that's all."

Kazama blinked at her words before looking up at the sky once more. He could not deny that she was correct. Though she seemed to come at it in an entirely different way than he did. His grandfather had chosen the best path to gain true understanding and honor. The difference was that Satoru had passed the mountains and was somewhere none of his family had gone before. He was not the same as the rest of the family clan. Many speculated how he could make it to such an old age and not be like other elder oni. Kazama acknowledged for himself what his father had told him. It was clear his grandfather was not of the same ilk as he. It seemed like nonsense but his actions proved otherwise.

Kazama had not seen his grandfather in years, seeing him only once in person. It was an honor to see him again, nonetheless. His grandfather grasped something Kazama sought. Satoru had not answered his true purpose in coming but it may have simply been as his grandfather had said—he had come because something had changed. Hinata was dead, yes, but Hideo was not the same, and though Kazama thought he himself much the same, a factor that had set all this in motion was Chizuru. He looked at her continue to look at the gate though his grandfather had long since left. Inwardly sighing, Kazama pushed himself off his perch and began walking up the steps past Chizuru. She followed his movements but otherwise said nothing. Her face seemed strange and Kazama did not currently have the patience to listen to something he would tune out.

When Kazama left her through one of the large doors she lowered her eyes and sighed. It seemed Kazama still did not wish to linger long in her presence. He may talk to her easier, or at least with less biting wit, but he still did not stay long. He did not seem to want to hear what she had to say. Kazama ultimately preferred his solitary existence than companionship. Chizuru wondered if it was because he never seemed to be idle for long. Even when he was reading he seemed to be forwarding something significant. He never let his brain rest for the sake of relaxation. In fact, most of his "relaxing" activates required he use his mind to execute them.

Chizuru corrected herself on one point: he did spend much time simply observing nature. Chizuru wondered what he thought of it and if it was the same as her. She saw him watching the mountains often and sometimes she would see him observe the cherry trees in the front of the castle. She would find him simply leaning on something and observing their form and leaves. It was autumn, they were slowly falling into decay until the spring came again. She thought she saw some sadness in Kazama's eyes for that. Hozin had told her of a garden Kazama had in the back which she had never seen yet. Apparently it was surrounded by cherry trees. Hozin made mention in passing that Kazama often would sit in the second story room that directly looked out at them. Hours he would sit just being in the presence of nature.

Chizuru glanced up at the sky and wondered even what Kazama saw in the infinite space of the heavens. When he looked at the stars that evening of their trip did he look and see something wondrous or constricting. Did he see his ambitions in the heights of the stars or did he see just something worthy to gaze upon. She wondered these things with a lonely, isolated stare. Even though Hozin would talk to her and be friendly, she still felt like she was not the same as everyone. She felt like she was somehow unable to bridge the invisible gap that would bring her closer to Kazama or anyone.

As Chizuru continued to stare up at the sky, trying to figure out why it made her so sad, Hozin walked from one of the front doors and sat beside her. Chizuru glanced at him and then fully directed her attention to him. Hozin smiled politely, his face more relaxed than she had seen it in a while. Normally he was harried and constantly stressed. He showed his stressed in the presence of Chizuru but he seemed to bear his burdens much better than Chizuru could. It may have been that Hozin had never really had a friend to burden or release worries. Chizuru thought Hozin a strong oni in a way that others may never realize. His face had become less squirrely but that didn't say much.

"What is it Hozin? Have you finished your chores for the day or did you need help? I can finish sweep again…" They both looked at her hard work only to see that the wind had blown most, if not all, of the leaves back to the long, wide flat stoned walkway. Hozin laughed quietly and Chizuru sighed in comical exhaustion.

"No Chizuru, I think such a task is rather futile given the power of the wind this day. Maybe tomorrow if you are truly determined to have them swept away completely."

Chizuru nodded with determination. "Of course!"

Hozin smiled humorously. Chizuru noticed that Hozin had done something different with his long auburn hair, which had just enough red in it for her to imagine that he could actually be considered foreign. She blurted out her words after a moment.

"Where were you born Hozin?"

Hozin blinked at her words before laughing. "You were looking at my hair weren't you?"

Hozin had noticed she had stopped looking at his face and trailed to somewhere else by his head.

"I'm surprised you did not ask until now."

Chizuru blushed but Hozin smiled softly. "Now don't get embarrassed. You just seem so curious that I am just surprised that given our close proximity you never asked. If you truly wish I can tell you."

He looked at Chizuru who had an barely hidden eager gaze.

"I was born in the West but my parents moved to the East soon after my birth. Thus, I may be of European descent but I do not truly consider myself of their ilk because of my interactions in Japan."

"Where specifically in the West do you come from? That seems such a long trip to come here for!"

"The West has a better, more stable, group of pure-blooded oni living. However, they have little to no power because they have hidden themselves. If any families which once held such prominence hold any power it is within their oni communities themselves, not with territory. My parents left to come to Japan because they heard there were still many powerful oni clans who did not hide from who they were in daylight. Though oni have never truly desired to interact or be around humans, the oni of Japan are unique at the moment. That is, they are not persecuted by humans right now.

As for your first question, I do not know specifically I hail from. I am just from the West. My parents died long before I could ask them."

Chizuru looked down in sadness. Hozin shook his head and touched Chizuru on the shoulder lightly causing her to look up. His look was understanding.

"Don't feel so sad for me Chizuru. I am content where I am and my life is where it should be. There I can find some peace even if I am not always at peace within myself." He smiled brightly at her. "But come, talking about myself is embarrassing. I am not worth thinking over for so long—I am just another oni in the lord's court."

Chizuru gasped and brought her hands together in a seeming prayer, "Don't say that Hozin! You are a great oni worth being with and talking about and to!"

Hozin released her shoulder and blushed, looking away. Chizuru, puzzled, tried to catch his gaze but he kept looking away.

"Hozin! Did I say something wrong!"

He shook his head and finally looked at her, his light blush still on his cheeks. "No, no…I just don't think I have ever had someone tell me I am worth talking to."

Chizuru blinked and smiled wide. "Well we are friends aren't we? You told me that I could talk to you about anything. Isn't friendship supposed to go both ways? You can talk to me about anything and I'll listen. If I didn't value your opinion or person would I even acknowledge you exist?"

Hozin, now no longer blushing, laughed at her. "Chizuru, you'd still acknowledge someone such as that in your own way. I doubt you'd hate someone to such a degree that you wouldn't even try to understand them."

It was Chizuru's turn to blush and she wrung her hands together. "Do I seem that way? I feel that Kazama would think that foolish."

Hozin adjusted his position and looked out at the world just beyond the wide gates. He paused for a long moment, debating with himself.

"He would; find you foolish, I mean."

Chizuru looked down.

"But I think your openness, your unwillingness to let whatever happens destroy your spirit, is something he does not understand and ponders. You are an unknown to him. He may not seem curious but I believe milord is. He is puzzled, and maybe even annoyed, angry, at how you express everything so casually. In milord's mind the world is a dangerous place that will eat you alive if given the chance. To be an oni to milord to is keep your guard up, be prepared, and to protect yourself and your clan with all your might. In a way, he is correct. To lead without wavering there are some things you cannot reveal to your subjects, not until you have assessed what is best for them to know."

Chizuru watched Hozin sigh. "But I think Lord Kazama could learn something valuable from you. He just doesn't quite know it yet."

Chizuru didn't say anything in response but merely glanced out where Hozin looked. It seemed so far away from here, the gate and what lied beyond. Chizuru wondered if Kazama was out there and she was inside, trying to reach him. But he was in a different world, under a changed sky, looking at the mountains in a way she'd never know. He seemed too far away from her, too unchanging even with his observations of the cherry trees blossoms, a passing thing.

Hozin watched Chizuru go within herself. Smiling sadly he got up quietly and set the letter down he had been instructed to leave with Chizuru. By the time Chizuru realized something was odd about her peripheral vision she turned to notice Hozin was gone. She looked around and felt a wave of shame wash over her. She happened to look down and see a letter. Picking it up she saw it was addressed to her. Tilting her head to the side slightly and muttering a, "hmm" under her breath, Chizuru turned it over and began opening the letter.

She blinked after reading it a few times.

"Is this…real?"

She felt a deep felt nervousness and anxiety at the letter.

Hideo…was requesting her presence.

Did Kazama know about this?

* * *

><p>Hozin had given him the letter hours ago. Kazama sat staring at the letter before him, opened and read many times. He narrowed his eyes at his father's request. What was his father planning? Tightening his fists he looked over at Hozin sitting beside him, his eyes closed and his head down.<p>

"Who delivered this?"

"One of Lord Hideo's messengers. He is often the one to deliver the messages; I saw nothing strange or off about him."

Kazama glanced back at the letter and bit back an annoyed sigh.

"Did the messenger tell you anything beyond the letter's origins?"

Hozin shook his head, still not looking at Kazama. "No, milord."

"Bring Chizuru here. Did you inspect to see if her letter was any different?"

Hozin shook his head again, "No milord, I did not. I believed as a guest she was entitled to her letters unopened. I can remedy this in the future if you wish it. And I will go bring Chizuru to you at once milord."

Kazama held up his hand to wait a moment before he shuffled off.

"Do not encroach on her privacy unless it is necessary. That is not honorable. If I find fault in her letters and missives I will find it out myself, as is proper."

With that Hozin bowed low and then backed away to go find Chizuru. Kazama lifted up his letter, gingerly touching it as though it was poisoned.

"What do you scheme father? How do you plan to destroy our name this time?"

Kazama's eyes narrowed again at the words. They seemed too innocent. Kazama wondered if they had to do with grandfather. The letters had come not long after Satoru had left. Hideo would have known of his father's arrival, he had made his presence known in a clear, dominant way. He had arrived and was in the area, it was a warning to the Kazama clan to prepare themselves for his coming. He had told Hideo he would never set foot on Kazama soil again. Yet he had come, if only for a moment, he had come. Satoru was aware something had shifted, had changed enough to make him curious as to what had happened. He had broken his oath but it was not a binding one. No one had sealed the clan seal to him and told him to swear by it. He had been the leader, he could have bound himself to the oath but didn't.

Kazama looked back down at the letter. It did not take long to write a letter and have an oni deliver it, especially if they were as old as Kazama was. Chizuru had no such ability to travel so quickly and Kazama rarely used it unless it was necessary. However, the messenger must has arrived not too long after the letter was written.

Kazama wanted to curse his father for his questioning. Couldn't he leave him alone? Wasn't it enough he had almost forced a marriage upon him he did not truly desire?

Pulling a clean sheet of paper from his desk, Kazama picked up his ink brush and began to write. It might not have been sealed with the clan seal but if his father was truly inquisitive of his father's presence, it was his obligation to answer the summons. He was still under his father in position. It was his duty, and should be his honor, to serve under his father and to come to him when he called.

Kazama felt no such honor but he would go because it was right. Kazama ignored the fact that a part of him hoped nothing would amount to this meeting and that he could return to his castle the same as he had left.

Kazama did not hope for long.

* * *

><p>Finished! I will go back over this later today and check to make sure no typos, etc, exist. The next part will take a while to come as well because I have a lot to do this weekend. However, if I find some time tonight or Sunday then I will try to write as much as I can! When Spring Break rolls around in two weeks I might have *slightly* more time to write. Fear not, though, I am still writing just in small chunks! The chapter after this next one might be quicker in arriving as I already have something written.<p> 


	15. Convictions Tested

**Crane Wings on Windows**  
><em>Chapter Fifteen —Convictions Tested<em>

This chapter has a bit more "fluff" in it (because I am sure you guys have been waiting for…well, anything). I hope everyone enjoys this chapter! I had a lot of fun writing it. Also, it is coming to you sooner than expected. The next one may or may not take a while, it depends.

Oh, and I forgot to address an anonymous comment from fourteen.

_Anonymous Reviews:_

**Guest (no name):** Hello, you are correct! I fixed it yesterday throughout the story. If you catch I missed one then be sure to let me know and I'll switch it. c:

* * *

><p><em>"Caught in the chaos of life,<em>  
><em> Didn't know my own mind. Did you?<em>  
><em> Did you feel me drifting away? If you did, you didn't say. Did you?<em>  
><em> Locked in a world of your own. Beyond my control, somehow.<em>  
><em> Couldn't hear what I'm trying to say. You wouldn't listen anyway. <em>

_Not now._

_If I lose my way on this battle ground,_  
><em> will you reach for me or would you be my enemy?"<em>

"Enemy," by Melanie C

* * *

><p>Chizuru sat poised and watched with her eyes as Kazama wrote a letter in reply to his father's letter. She had walked in on him writing and had surmised, seeing the open letter similar to hers by Kazama, that he was writing in reply to Hideo. Kazama never looked up when she entered nor did he even acknowledge she was present. It had only been a few minutes and she had gotten bored of looking around his study. She could see some of the items he had bought at the market they had gone to together. She smiled when she had seen them, remembering how he seemed to value the craftsmanship of humans though he seemed to despise their foolishness. Chizuru recognized that not all humans were wise but neither were their wise oni, either. She could not help but think of her own family and how they had been slaughtered by their own kinsmen.<p>

She lowered her eyes from watching Kazama write, now only hearing the light touch of ink brush meeting paper. Hozin had left, seeing as he had not been asked to stay. Kazama was sitting at a low table, not at his actually western study desk; apparently he felt more comfortable writing at the normal Japanese height than the other way. Chizuru glanced back up to see him surrounded by soft pillows. She smiled secretly. His back was turned from her since his desk faced a side wall. Chizuru turned her head to look out the window that was on their right. The day was sunny and bright but it was deceptive as it was colder outside.

Chizuru was studying the way two birds danced around each other when the quiet noise of the ink brush stopped. She blinked and snuck a look at Kazama only to see him blowing softly on the paper. Once he seemed satisfied it was dry he folded it neatly and wrote something on the front. Chizuru caught a glimpse of the letter and discovered it was addressed to Hideo. As Kazama began to turn, Chizuru sat up straighter and tried to hide the curiosity she felt.

Kazama looked at her silently a moment before leaning against the writing table, his fist resting gently on his cheek.

"You have received the letter from my father, correct?"

Chizuru nodded.

"Hand it over."

He extended his hand and Chizuru took out the letter quietly and passed it to him. He opened it and read its contents slowly. Finally, he looked up at her and folded the letter back. Handing it back to her, he returned to his lounging position.

"I do not need to go into details regarding what my father desires, as he has left that vague. We will journey to my father's estate tomorrow morning and return the following evening. Do not, without my permission, mention what transpired today between my grandfather and you."

Chizuru showed her puzzlement and muttered softly, "But why?"

Kazama sighed quietly. "It is not for you to concern yourself with. Just listen to what I tell you and all will go well."

Looking down, Chizuru kept her next question to herself.

Kazama titled his head slightly in observation of Chizuru but looked outside the next moment, more interested in what the weather would be like for their journey tomorrow. With Chizuru coming he could not arrive as quickly as he would like. However, if they took horses again then they would get their soon enough. His father did not live that far away from Kazama but it would still be a long journey, even on horseback. Half the day, if not more, would be spent just getting there.

Kazama glanced back at Chizuru sitting quietly and patiently for his orders. He smirked a little.

"You behave much better as a guest than as a servant. I find that to be very strange given the nature of both."

Chizuru looked up in quiet shock. Was he trying to make light conversation with her? She frowned inwardly at the comment, however. It was not a very pleasant thing to discuss considering how she became a servant in his castle.

"I am content to do as I please and to be able to spend my days in freedom." Chizuru looked out the window just as Kazama had done but she turned to look back at him. "Wouldn't you act as I did if you were enslaved and then given your freedom? Couldn't you act yourself without worry that you may die the next day?"

Kazama said nothing for a while. He did not look angry or upset but merely looked through her, contemplating.

"I would not ever be in such a position to begin with. If I was captured and they sought to take information from me, I would commit seppuku." He looked at her as though it was that simple. "My position is high in comparison with yours within the oni hierarchy. If I, being as I am, was captured it would not be to enslave me—it would be to take the secrets I hold of our oni clans. Death for me would be freedom for all of my people. I would have upheld the honor of not only my family but the entire oni race." He paused a moment before looking back at her. Chizuru noticed he seemed to enjoy talking about the role of his people. She stored that information the back of her head for next time and listened closely as he opened his mouth to speak again.

"As in regards to being myself, I would not change who I was simply because I would be in a lower ranking position, if for some reason, that happened. Being in a lower position does not discredit the need for honor. To do otherwise is to bring shame unto myself and unto the Kazama clan. The world watches my movements, studies how I interact with humans and oni. I cannot, in any position, forget who I am."

He caught her eyes. "I expect no less from you as a full-blooded oni."

Chizuru broke his stare.

"Then why did you say those things to me while I was a servant? Why would you tell me I "behave" better now than before?"

Kazama pondered her for a moment before smirking slightly. Chizuru missed it since she was looking away from him.

"I was only teasing."

She looked at his with shock. "Wh-what?"

He smirked at her and waved a hand casually. "I was joking. You never seem to laugh at my jokes however. It is rather insulting. You take everything too seriously."

Chizuru gasped at him, blushing a little at his words. "That is because you say everything as though it is a serious matter! How am I supposed to know you are joking?" She raised her voice a little, feeling slighted.

Kazama's smirk grew and he chuckled at her, amused by her distress and the way she fumed. She closed her mouth instantly and blushed harder.

"Even now you are yelling at me for something meant in jest. Do you ever laugh?"

Chizuru thought that an odd question considering she had laughed in front of him before. Well, she thought she had.

"I do laugh. I just, don't know when Kazama is joking." She looked away. "It is often at my expense."

Kazama narrowed his eyes but this time it was in mirth, enjoying making her flustered.

"That is the best kind of humor—the witty kind."

She mumbled under her breath. "It seems rather mean to me…"

He smirked. "You take everything too personally. You wear your heart on your sleeve. If someone is not directly smiling at you to indicate they're joking, I doubt you'd understand. It isn't an insult, it is just how you are."

He looked at her and she blushed again, looking at her hands folded in her lap. He sighed again.

"You lack confidence. You are my guest. I am not a monster Chizuru. Well, no more than the next oni."

Though his voice was his usual tone, Chizuru felt reassured by that, for some reason. As though she needed that conformation from him to realize that he too believed it, that he was not seeking to let that caged beast become him. She smiled softly to herself but Kazama caught the gesture. He smirked once more before rising from his seat. Chizuru followed him with her eyes and watched as he rang a bell by the door.

After a few moments Chizuru felt the aura of Hozin. He knocked on the door and entered, bowing to his master.

"You requested my presence, milord."

"Take the letter confirming our acceptance of Hideo's request and give it to the messenger."

Hozin bowed again and grabbed the letter before leaving.

Kazama folded his arms in his sleeves and looked out the window, his back turned from Chizuru. She shifted to observe him without twisting her neck so sharply. Kazama looked over his shoulder at her and turned towards her. Something caught his eye about her appearance but he showed no difference in his expression.

"I will send servants to pack your bags. Hozin will wake you in the morning."

With that he looked back out at the window. Chizuru knew she was being dismissed and got up, bowed once, and then left.

When she was out the door Kazama glanced back to look at where she had originally been seconds ago. It took him until just now to realize she was wearing the hair pin he had given her. He smirked and closed his eyes. He was not sure why he was glad about that but he was all the same.

* * *

><p>They had been travelling for the past few hours and Chizuru was getting hungry. She said nothing to Kazama but her stomach betrayed her. She blushed but didn't say anything, hoping Kazama hadn't heard. However, she chanced a glance at him and saw him smirking at her. She blushed harder and he looked back ahead.<p>

Chizuru was glad he did not say anything about her stomach. It was embarrassing.

"We will be approaching a small village soon. You may find food there."

Chizuru mumbled a small "thank you" since she was still embarrassed. Kazama said nothing else to her, not even when they had entered the village he mentioned. When Kazama stopped them by a bridge he got off his horse and took Chizuru's horses reigns.

"There is a tempura stand over there." Kazama looked in a direction and Chizuru followed his eyes. Chizuru smiled and thanked him. She was about to walk away when he looked at her.

"Do you want any money or are you going to steal them?"

Chizuru blushed deeply and turned to look at him. She bowed before him but he kept his usual blank face on. He released his horses reign and reached into his kimono and pulled out his money purse.

"Here."

She looked up and took the money, bowing again. She was going to leave when she turned back again and hesitantly asked him, "Would you like some?"

Kazama shook his head.

"I will be on the other side allowing the horses time to drink. Come to the bench under that cherry tree when you are finished."

Chizuru saw where he was indicating and nodded. She watched him begin taking the horses across the bridge to where there was a small troth for the horses to drink. After she ordered her tempura and ate her fill she glanced across the river to see Kazama sitting on the bench staring at something Chizuru could not see from here. She looked in the direction he was looking but was not sure what caught his attention enough to gaze for so long. She smiled softly. He seemed to do that often though. From here he looked like a man waiting for his lover to return. Kazama always seemed so distant and aloof but there was something beautiful in watching him take such interest in the little things of life. The way he observed the world seemed to hold such philosophical weight. She knew people, especially her father, who did the same thing but never to the extent Kazama seemed to.

Getting up she thanked the tempura shop owner and walked away. The man bowed in return and went back to selling his food to hungry customers. She spotted a dango stall and glanced at Kazama. She bought two sticks of dango and finally made her way to Kazama. When she stood in front of Kazama she extended one to him.

"I got this for you. Um, it was with your money though. If you don't want it I can eat it."

Kazama blinked and turned to look at what she was extending to him. He didn't want to tell her he wasn't a fan of dango but he took it out of the shock someone had bought him something for no other reason than to enjoy it. Staring at it a moment he turned the stick in his hands. Chizuru sat next to him.

"I am sorry. You do not have to eat it." She grew flustered.

Kazama simply took a bite of it and said nothing to her. She closed her eyes and smiled brightly at him before eating her own. They sat there for a few minutes in companionable silence. Chizuru felt that her dango was a small peace offering for all that happened between them. She thought he was probably just being polite in accepting the food, but she was happy nonetheless he accepted what she had gotten for him. She smiled at his clear hesitancy on what to do with the idea of being offered food for no other reason to have it. It was in that moment that Chizuru felt she was sitting next to a young man and not a powerful oni. It was, comforting, and safe. She felt safe and protected with Kazama, yes, but there was some bridge she had crossed that made her feel, if only for a moment, like they were looking at the same sky. The moment was gone when he finished his dango. She inwardly sighed sadly. Remembering something she perked up.

"Oh, here is your money back."

She handed him his money back and he took it from her without question. One of the horses standing by them neighed and bobbed its head up and down, clearly growing bored standing around doing nothing. Kazama rose just as Chizuru finished her dango. He extended his hand and she looked at him in confusion before she realized he was wishing to take her stick from her. She handed it to him and he went over and disposed of them. When he returned he began untying the horses. Chizuru got up and started untying her own.

"Thank you for the dango."

It was quiet and though it seemed more out of politeness, Chizuru turned her head away from him to hide her blush.

"You're welcome Lord Kazama."

* * *

><p>When they finally arrived at Hideo's estate it was mid-afternoon. Chizuru glanced around. Although Kazama's castle was a healthy mixture of western and eastern designs, mainly eastern in outside appearance and western inside, Hideo's estate was of eastern make on the outside. As they walked into the large courtyard Chizuru saw the various branching halls that had sliding doors present. The main castle itself had large wooden doors and a roof protecting the entranceway. The steps leading to the doors were partly covered by the roof. She looked around in amazement at Hideo's estate. She looked over at Kazama whose mood seemed entirely aloof and withdrawn. She stopped gaping in wonder and calmed herself.<p>

A tall manservant approached from the left branching off under the roofed walkway and walked down the steps to greet Kazama and Chizuru.

He bowed low to them both. Chizuru looked nervous, she was used to Hozin doing this but seeing others was odd. She felt uncomfortable with the regard she was given. She was no special oni worthy of such high custom.

"Was your journey safe and comfortable Lord Kazama, Miss Chizuru?"

Kazama had since handed his horses reigns to one of the other servants who had come with the manservant. Chizuru thanked the servant who took her reigns quietly. He bowed to her and went with his companion to take the horses to their stable.

Folding his hands in his kimono sleeves, Kazama just stared at the servant until the servant's hand twitched slightly. Chizuru looked at Kazama. It was not very nice of him to stare down the man. He hadn't done anything wrong.

"Where is my father?"

The manservant prostrated himself further.

"I am assigned to take you to him. First, would you like to change and relax while you wait for my master?"

Kazama bit back a sigh at this overly formal gesture.

"Fine."

The servant began showing them where they would be staying inside the castle. The manservant bowed to Kazama when he approached a tall wooden door.

"This is milord Kazama's room. Miss Chizuru, come this way and I will show you to your chambers."

Kazama watched them go with his eyes before entering his room. Chizuru's room was not far from Kazama's. The servant bowed and before he left he said, "A bath will be prepared for you and the servants will bring your items from your horse to you. I will come and fetch you when Lord Hideo is ready to see you. Please be comfortable until then."

He bowed and backed out of the room.

Chizuru turned and look at her room, entering in curiosity. Like with Kazama, the inside of the castle was more western in design but Hideo seemed more inclined to more Japanese styles than western overall. The bed was on a dais as with her bed at Kazama's but the furniture was much less decorative and the motifs on the screens were of traditional Japanese themes. There were no chairs either but pillows and low tables. The vanity and such were at a kneeling level.

As she looked around, two female servants came in carrying water with them. They opened one of the screen doors and entered the room. Hearing them pouring the water Chizuru followed them to see them filling up the tub. When they were satisfied with the temperature they bowed to Chizuru.

"Miss Chizuru, do you require assistance?"

Chizuru shook her head. "No, but thank you."

They both nodded. "We shall be waiting outside the door to assist you in your dressing. Please call if you desire help in the bath."

Chizuru smiled at them, "Thank you very much."

After that encounter she washed herself and when she finished she was dried off by the servants. Chizuru felt this embarrassing but she did not want the servants to be hurt or scorned because they were not allowed to do their jobs. She tried not to feel too uncomfortable.

Finally, when she was ready to dress, one of the serving women extended a small box to Chizuru.

"Lord Hideo would like to present this as a gift to Miss Chizuru. Shall you wear this to meet the lord?"

Chizuru, curious, opened the box and sucked in breath at the quality of the kimono. It was a midnight purple hue and decorated on it were beautiful cherry blossoms falling delicately and, almost melancholic, across the kimono. The obi with it was an almost black but she could see it had a sheen similar to raven's feathers. He had even provided accessories which were in a small box next to what the woman had extended.

She smiled despite the situation of not knowing what Hideo would want from them.

"This is very beautiful. I will wear this, yes. Please tell Lord Hideo that I thank him for this dress."

They bowed and changed Chizuru into it. As she looked at herself in her make-up and hair she felt different. She of course did not feel as much herself given all of the make-up and how expensive the kimono was. Though Kazama had given her many kimonos as expensive as this one she rarely wore them, if at all. When the servants left her she lightly touched the cords and golden pins extending from her hair.

She looked at herself in the mirror in an uncomfortable fashion. Lifting one of her sleeves she turned it this way and that. She did not feel quite like a porcelain doll as she had when she first met Hideo but she still felt that she was a different woman. An unfamiliar scent caught her nose before there was a knock at the door. She glanced in the direction of the door and called softly.

"Enter."

The same manservant that had led them bowed before her.

"Miss Chizuru, Lord Hideo has requested your presence."

She rose and followed the servant out of her room. She saw Kazama standing off to the side looking with the look she saw often when he was keeping a healthy distance mentally and physically from people. His expression was hard and he did not look the least bit comfortable to be here, though he emitted the greatest feeling of pride and strength she had yet to feel. He was the royal, lordly Kazama. The look in his eyes made Chizuru hesitant. When Kazama finally glanced at her his gaze seemed to change slightly from complete aloofness to a more recognizable blank expression.

Chizuru noticed that Kazama was not wearing the same kimono either. His kimono started out white on the right side but faded into a warm black that must have had some red in it for it was not straight black. The left side of his kimono was the warm black color. The pattern on his sleeves was of a thin golden flower of some sort. His obi was even different. It had a beautiful richness and pattern that she had not seen before. He wore no chocker this time, though. She blushed when she realized she was staring. Kazama seemed to ignore this and began following the servant to wherever his father had summoned them.

Chizuru fell into step with Kazama. She felt this awkward distance and silence that wasn't there when they were travelling. When they finally reach two tall wooden doors the servant bowed to them and opened one of them.

"Lord Hideo, Lord Kazama and Miss Chizuru are here."

He kneeled and bowed low to Hideo. When he rose he stepped aside and allowed them both to enter. Kazama went in first and Chizuru followed. The servant closed the door when Chizuru entered. She glanced back behind her for a moment until a familiar voice caused her to face ahead of her.

"It has been a while, Chizuru."

Kazama narrowed his eyes, stepping aside to reveal Chizuru. Chizuru blinked and uncertainly bowed to Hideo who sat in a similar manner to how she had seen Kazama sit when he was bored or contemplating. Though he had no pipe.

"Yes, Lord Hideo."

Hideo glanced at Kazama and smirked deviously. Kazama had clearly picked up on the rudeness he had done by greeting Chizuru first. It was not honorable to their code but Hideo could care less about those things. If he had cared so much about them he wouldn't have done half of the things he had. However, he took a form of pity on his son and looked at Kazama, his smirk gone.

"You look well my son."

Kazama's mouth thinned but he nodded his head in acknowledgment.

Hideo laughed and smirked. "My, my you are trying so hard to be polite. I wonder why that is so. You never did so before."

"The Lord of our clan has summoned me. It is the title that I respect, not the man who holds it."

Chizuru looked quickly at Kazama then at Hideo. Hideo frowned slightly but then it twisted into a smirk that was clearly darkly amused.

"I do not wish to argue with you today about these things. Come and sit. Enjoy yourselves. My business with you both will come later. We must eat and hear music."

Hideo looked at Chizuru and motioned for her to sit on his left and Kazama on his right. She sat down beside him hesitantly and folded her arms in her lap. Hideo glanced at her out of the corner of his eyes.

"You look very beautiful Chizuru."

She looked down in embarrassment, unsure how to take that compliment.

"T-thank you."

"Must you always make things awkward? Can't you tell she doesn't want to be flattered by an old, nasty man?"

Hideo laughed quietly, not offended in the least. "You truly are in rare form today my son. Tell me, does she ever get complimented by you, a young, bitter man?"

Kazama glanced at his father.

"What would be the point?"

Hideo shook his head. "You are terrible with women. This is why you have no wife and why women do not seek you in droves. You are wasting the looks I have passed down to you."

Chizuru lowered her head even farther hearing such biting words coming from Kazama.

Kazama frowned slightly, keeping his eyes fixed to the doors far in front of him. He didn't want to be here and it was clear to everyone.

"I am sure you have much better advice. Say, just capture women and force them to love you?"

Hideo's expression darkened. He gritted his teeth and his eyes began to change to a golden color. After a moment he composed himself and smirked instead. Kazama smirked at his father, knowing he had hit a sore spot.

"Did you not capture Chizuru as well? Was she not almost your wife? Is it not the same concept?"

Kazama narrowed his eyes. "You know as well as I that it was entirely your doing regarding her marriage to me. I also did not make any motions to say I wished for her to love me, unlike you to your wife. Chizuru would have had her purpose and to fulfill my duty as the true honorable oni and son, I did as was sealed. Do not speak of matters you are clearly ignorant of."

Hideo looked at Chizuru, who had been quiet and uncertain up to this point, "Do you hear how he talks of you? As though you are just a tool to reach a goal. You should be ashamed that he treats you as such."

Chizuru gulped and looked up at Hideo. She had expected a smirk or a devious smile but instead what greeted her was genuine concern. His voice betrayed the darker part of his goal to get at his son but when he looked at her he seemed to be truly giving her advice. She stared a moment longer until Hideo smiled a charming smile.

"But then again, you have chosen to stay with him. So maybe I have misjudged my son's capabilities to keep women."

Hideo never left Chizuru's gaze, his words dissonant from how he looked at her.

Kazama folded his arms.

"Don't be vulgar. There is no point for it."

Hideo looked away from Chizuru to Kazama. "Oh, really? Is it truly vulgarity? You are the one keeping her in your keep, maybe you should tell yourself not to be so vulgar."

Kazama looked at Hideo who leveled him with a stare just as mighty as the one Kazama gave to Hideo.

"Was it not you who told me she would most likely remain at my castle? Did you not say it was her freedom to choose? As a freewoman she has the option to do as she pleases. I extended my keep as an honorable extension of her remaining as a guest. Would you have forced me, instead, to throw her out?"

Hideo closed his eyes and sighed. He sounded tired.

"No." Kazama mistrusted his father's apparent admitting of defeat.

"No, but it would have been better had she left."

Chizuru looked over at Hideo. He looked at her.

"You still have time to escape this devil's net. Run from this place. Go to your home."

Chizuru looked down.

"I do not have a home anymore."

Hideo blinked in surprise and Kazama stared at her.

"What?"

She looked at Hideo.

"I…don't have a home any longer. A group of oni came and destroyed my home and killed my family in the process. I am the only one left of the Yukimura clan. All of my family, all of our servants, everyone was killed but me. I alone escaped the fires and the death thanks to my brother."

Hideo looked at her with slightly wide eyes.

"You…you are of the Yukimura clan? I had heard all of their family was destroyed. By oni no less. A despicable, horrible thing."

Kazama could not help but agree with his father for once. He widened his eyes slightly as well, his aloof expression broken by the news that before him sat a member of a clan long thought destroyed. It had been years since the reports had flooded to the Kazama clan. Kazama himself had thought the act despicable. The culprits were unsuccessful anarchists seeking to destroy and claim territories for themselves. Once a land was conquered by a certain oni clan then it was theirs to have unless given to another. It was a way to create harmony amongst their people. It was an unsaid rule that to fight over land, food, or women was to be left to the humans. When these oni had come and killed the Yukimura clan they had planned to take over other lands but Kazama and his other allied clans came and destroyed the rebels. When they arrived there were no survivors and no sign of any escaped victims. Yet here was one. Had he known…

Chizuru nodded slowly.

"Yes, I am the only one. I witnessed my father and mother being murdered. My brother grabbed me before they could kill me and showed me a secret passage to run away. When I asked him to come with me he shook his head saying he needed to defend who were left. I…I never saw him again."

Kazama's looked at Chizuru in a softened gaze though his expression still had an edge to it. "I found your brother dead. It was clear he had protected quite a few of the oni before the fire claimed them all. He was found sheltering some children."

Chizuru looked at him in shock, tears beginning to form in her eyes. "You…you were there?"

Kazama shook his head, seeing she was misunderstanding.

"I went to kill the rebels. When I arrived no one was alive. I did not know the Yukimura clan had a daughter."

Chizuru looked down and Hideo smirked.

"A secret then. They did well to hide you. I am sure many men would have come for your hand. It is rare for oni's to give birth to women. Most likely your father would have had a hard time dealing with all the suitors and possible kidnappings."

Chizuru frowned, biting her lip to hold in the tears that were threatening to fall.

"He told me not to go far when I went out to play. I never understood until I was older. My father was afraid someone would dishonor me should other oni learn of me. But it is not as though we are a high noble family. Why would it matter?"

Hideo shook his head but it was Kazama who answered.

"That doesn't matter. So long as you are of pure blood then you have worth as a perfect breeding companion. In this age it does not matter so much regarding the status of a woman so long as she is full-blooded and honorable. While it was unwise to hide you, your father did so in an attempt to keep your honor for as long as possible. There are many oni clans who have broken ties with the old ways, the old traditions. It was from these he hid you. Being of less noble birth you have less security to stay safe. Your family was small in comparison to many of the other oni clans whose greatness spreads wide, your lands smaller and less prominent, but no less proud and well earned. It is the duty of the higher noble oni clans to keep safe the smaller ones when hard times fall upon them. However, the rebels kept their secret well and we did not discover the plan until it was too late. True oni do not lower themselves to stealing women. If the other clans had known of you then we would have done all we could have to protect you when the time came."

Chizuru glanced at him. "So why…why do you keep female oni in your keep as servants?"

Kazama frowned in annoyance.

"Many female oni that are half-breeds have come to me seeking my hand. Most, if not all, hide under the guise of pure-blooded oni as though I cannot tell the difference. They are killed. The other oni who come who are of pure-blood stay in my keep until I decide whether I will take their hand. I may seek to bring greatness to my clan but I will not choose whatever female comes my way. I seek to be with the most worthy woman. If I do not decide to wed her then she may remain and serve in my keep to be protected from other, less honorable oni. You can disagree with how I run things but I have never killed a pure-blooded oni, female or male, on the grounds of displeasing me personally."

"But why does it matter?! Killing anyone because they disagree with you is wrong!"

Kazama stared Chizuru down but said nothing. Hideo remained silent for a long moment before speaking.

"Peace, peace Chizuru." She looked desperate and unsure. Her eyes pricked with tears and clear pain showing on her face. Hideo took pity on this girl.

"Our ways are not your ways. You know no malice. You have been sheltered all your life. Chizuru, death is what we know. The females that come under Kazama, though he is a fool, are taken care of well enough. You must understand that many of the females who come also come agreeing to be as they are now. Others…" he looked at Chizuru whose eyes were clearly growing angrier. "…such as yourself are forced but not in the way you imagine."

Chizuru gritted her teeth and felt her tears staring to fall. She turned away and covered her mouth, sobs breaking free from her clamped mouth. Kazama narrowed his eyes at her.

"I do not seek your understanding. If you cannot accept how I run my keep then you are free to leave it."

Hideo frowned at his son, knowing Kazama did not entirely mean that, but said nothing. Hideo realized he truly could not justify their actions. Hideo had taken his wife by force, married her by force. He could not talk of honor. His son, well his son had more honor than him, but it did not discredit some of the more questionable things he did. The slave hunters his son employed were assigned to mainly bring human servants. However, if they found a female oni they brought her too. Hideo never questioned his son's behavior, he had hated his guts. His father, Satoru, was not around to truly know what Kazama did. His son had honor but he was not perfect by any means. In many ways Kazama was the oni of the moon who had survived the longest in holding back his war that waged. Yet it was still there and even now it raged at Chizuru for questioning it. Hideo still thought that so long as the women were kept safe then it didn't matter but something began to bug him. Was not Hinata the same? At one point only pure oni's worked for a high noble clan. Some small oni families would ask to be in service to another, more powerful one. It was a binding contract that signified they would be respected and kept safe but was now under the other family and their will. It was sealed with the high noble's seal, a seal binding both their own family and the other one. However, Kazama had done away with that. Besides, his son did not grow up in the same home as other oni. He was not loved and he was not truly safe.

Kazama was one of the few oni he knew that had humans as servants. Kazama did not like them for what they were, finding them foolish, but what they could do. He had not been shown to form a pact with other oni clans. He had influence and power but Hideo had refused to give him the title of Clan Lord. Hideo kept that title for himself. It was often passed down when a male became of age or did something worthy to be Clan Lord. His father had given the title to Hideo only because he left in shame of his family. He let go of what became of his family's name. Hideo still did not plan on giving his son the title until he was good and ready to receive it, especially now that he had become slightly altered. He still had issues with his son but he did not wish to kill him any longer. The death of his wife was the death of many things.

Hideo finally recognized that Kazama was both straying from his own path and still walking down it. He was treading on uneven ground. The female oni who came to him and agreed to work as servants if he should choose not to marry them was, in its own way, the same pact kept between families. The oni clans would not have just abandoned their daughters. They would have had to agree and agree to take the risk. They trusted their daughters were in safe hands regardless. Lower families would rather see their daughters protected and in servitude than unmarried and in danger of being dishonored by other clans. Also, Chizuru did not seem to realize either that the number of female oni Kazama had were very, very few. He had roughly five and two of them were sent to live semi-normal lives as field workers. If they were allowed to marry it was between them and their families. The other three probably still helped around the castle as maids. Since even fewer families existed with daughters Kazama most likely had made a pact with the family themselves that if they found an oni worthy to take her hand that they would notify Kazama. Kazama was the leader of his lands, and was better regarded than Hideo was. He knew no one truly liked him and many simply feared Kazama, they didn't loath him.

But in this time of uncertainty it was a safe bet that most of those families that had handed over their daughters were keeping them where they knew they would not be violated. The oni females brought in by slave hunters were straggler females most likely from destroyed clans. Kazama never shared how many female oni he received from the slave hunters but from what Hideo had seen, it was even less than the female oni who arrived by choice, Chizuru being the only one he had seen raised to a status that allowed her to be in the presence of Kazama all the time. It may seem cruel, but in Hideo's eyes, this was better for them. To be slaves, no, but to be protected, yes.

Chizuru, though, Chizuru would not truly understand. Not right now anyways. And Kazama, who truly was terrible with women, did not do a good job of expressing what he knew Kazama was thinking—that he was protecting them, in his own way. The women the slave hunters brought were never from thriving families but were homeless and abandoned. It was not an act of charity, not really, to be made a servant, but it may have been better than the streets. Also, Hideo noticed that Kazama had ceased having the slave hunters. He kept tabs on his son and the slave hunters would come every few months. It had been quite a while since he had last seen them. Hideo could not help but smirk inwardly; Kazama was being affected by this woman without even truly registering that he was.

Though his thoughts spanned ages, it was only in a few moments that they passed through his mind. Glancing at Kazama he spoke with authority.

"You truly do not know how to talk to women."

Kazama glared at Hideo. "And you are that much better? Are you not like me! Have you not also talked to women like this? I have said nothing I regret—I have spoken only the truth. She does not understand. She will not. Let her leave and let me be rid of her ridiculous softness and misunderstanding of everything." Kazama's voice was low and dangerous. His anger was clearly apparent but instead of yelling he spoke without wavering. Kazama was looking at Chizuru. She was still sobbing if not harder now. Her back was turned from them both.

Hideo narrowed his eyes dangerously. "That doesn't mean I do not have standards! I have been an ass, yes. I have been a greater monster and terrible father. A worse son. But that does not mean I do not seek to find my own redemption! Cannot I too long for peace? Am I not worthy to find the sun as well? Am I to be doomed like my kin to remain in the cold, distant light? Is that your judgment? You are still young yet. You do not know truly what it is to be hated, to be feared, and to be loved. You know nothing of me. You are as ignorant of me as that girl is to why you even bother to keep the female oni in your keep! Leave her to grieve—she has the right to be angry at you for the way you have spoken to her. Just as you have the right to be angry at me."

Kazama looked at his father in shock, his mask dropping enough to show that he truly was surprised. Anger came afterwards but Kazama bit that down and looked away from Hideo.

Hideo sighed painfully. "This is a family worse than any other. Chizuru…" he looked at her.

"You may not understand…but to keep those women in his keep it is to protect them. You do not have to understand. You can disagree but that has been my son's true reasoning, regardless. The world of oni is not as clear as your form of justice. You perceive wrong in its truest sense. You can witness and understand things in ways we of the Moon never will. But you must also understand that our ways our dying. Our people…are failing. To protect those precious some have chosen to give to my son their daughters to say safe for my son has honor to protect that which should be protected. The slave hunters pick up abandoned women. It is not right, not truly, but in its own way finding abandoned and bereft female oni of pure-blood is to protect them. You seem to believe he has many women but he has only a few of pure-blooded status. I do not ask for you to understand what has happened in full. But I ask that you listen. I cannot dry your tears; they are more of a conviction to us. We are not good at being a source of comfort. We have grown cold, it is true. Our family does not know love as yours has. Your father's wisdom has saved you from a life of suffering. That is a blessing for us, to see that your clan has survived. Hate us, be angry with us, and despise us if you must, but realize that we are relieved to know you have survived the fires."

Chizuru continued to cry but she looked at Hideo then. She lowered her hand as the sobs had stopped but the tears did not. She looked past Hideo to Kazama.

"…Do you believe that?"

Kazama closed his eyes and sighed. He felt tired.

"Yes, I believe it. My father speaks the truth for once. I seek only to protect those who are truly worth protecting. That is all I will say on the matter."

Kazama looked at Chizuru then, his expression still aloof but there was honesty in his eyes; he had never lied to her, Chizuru knew this. Chizuru did not doubt that his mind had been to protect his race, to secure the safety of his people. Chizuru did not agree with the slave hunters. Just because you wanted to protect someone did not mean you just grabbed them off the street. But Chizuru thought she finally understood something too—that the war raging in both father and son was even more complicated than she realized. But maybe something else had happened too—both parties had come to a rough understanding of the other.

She realized something else too: Hideo was different than she had last seen him. His wife's death must have truly awakened something in him.

She looked at Kazama who still looked at her.

"I will stay. I want to understand."

Hideo closed his eyes. She should have run.

* * *

><p>Chizuru was led away by a servant to her room. They had eaten in silence but no music was played.<p>

Kazama had watched her go. Hideo looked at his son.

"Satoru came to your house today. Why?"

Kazama returned to his blank stare. "Why does it matter?"

"Because he has not stepped foot on Kazama soil for many years. His arrival is no accident. He has come because Chizuru is here. He met her, didn't he?"

Kazama bit back a witty retort.

"Your point?"

"My point is simple: Satoru would not have returned unless there was great significance. He knows that the waters are changing. Hinata is dead and for all your bitching I am not entirely the same, even I know that. You, you are not the same either though you won't admit to any of it. The question is, however, what he will do now that he is in the area."

"You have always been afraid he'd come and kill you for what you did. Maybe he should."

Hideo narrowed his eyes at his son. "I have accepted what may happen to me because of what I have done."

Kazama did not look at Hideo. "He will do nothing."

"And why do you say that?"

"Because he would have done what he wanted to do. If he had sought to kill you it would have been done. You hardly have the power to stop him. If he wanted me dead for killing mother he would have killed me when I admitted to doing it." He continued to look ahead. "It is Chizuru I believe he came to see. All of the changes originate with her. He would have wanted to see what shifted so suddenly."

"Months. It has taken him months to come."

"Does it matter? Grandfather has never been as you are who rushes into things."

Surprisingly, Hideo did not disagree. "Yes, you have always had Satoru's tactical patience."

Kazama glanced at Hideo out of the corner of his eye.

Hideo rubbed his eyes in annoyance. "Satoru does this to irk me. He may not do anything but that is enough."

Kazama got up and began walking away. "There is no point staying here."

Hideo watched Kazama begin to depart. "Do not be so heartless to Chizuru. She had sacrificed much to stay by your side. She once lost her freedom. Now she is choosing to stay by your side to understand what has forced you to protect your people in such a way. She was angry but I still do not read malice. She doesn't understand. Don't just get angry at her because she doesn't know—show her. You have always had the better patience so be patient."

"Is that advice I hear?" Kazama had stopped to listen.

Hozin waved his hand. "Take it as you will. Listen or don't listen. I am not forcing you either way."

Kazama was almost out the door when Hideo said one last thing.

"She is precious to our race. Keep her safe regardless."

Kazama had not stopped to wait for him to finish. Kazama already knew what he was going to say.

* * *

><p>Chizuru was half-way draped over her bed. Her heart was sore. The memory of her family caused her great pain. She often thought they were in a better place. She did not want to wave her sleeve in the hopes they would return. No, the world was too bitter for them. They had died dog deaths. Even she recognized that. It was horrific. Then to find out her brother had died trying to protect some of the children of servants was enough to make her weep even harder.<p>

_None had survived._

All hope her brother had escaped were lost. The thought brought more tears to her eyes but she refused to shed them. She knew it was a far off hope but it lingered in her breast. The sun would come again and shine down on her. Yet the clouds grew thicker, fat with the weight of rain. Blackness descended and her green valley and pine forest was abandoned to ruin and sorrow. Such were her hopes descending into the depths.

That was not the worst of it though. No, a new sorrow had hit her.

_Kazama._

He had hurt her truly. His words were a knife burning brightly. It left a clean cut but the wound sizzled and popped. She felt it dig into her and burn. Hoping Kazama did not give into the beast that prowled was one thing but to feel its bite upon her was another. His cool disregard, his anger in a voice deep and dangerous. She shivered in fear and sadness. He had hurt her again but in a much deeper way.

He was so far away, in a darkening plain. He seemed unable to look at her from his far away plain. He seemed too aloof, too preoccupied with whatever held him in that distance space. But did where he stand actually have a beautiful sky, a glorious night, a mountain tall and white, and a forest a verdant green? Was where he was the true paradise? Was she stuck in the darkened world? Were her worries for those he kept truly worth it? Were they truly protected or was that a delusion. Was she just ignorant of the world or was there truth in her concerns?

Kazama seemed to have an answer for everything he did. He was convinced, convicted. She felt like she was a piece of seaweed floating on the surface of the ocean, alone and disconnected. Was she the one truly drifting and everyone else rooted in the ground? She had questioned herself for what felt like hours. Her candles were dying and she did not care enough to get up and change them or to light more. A new light, however, began to show.

The moon shone its bright, cool light through the window. As it cast itself on her she felt what it might be like to fight with her other self. But it did not feel like darkness and light. It felt like she was just pushing against herself, that the true fight was not with anyone but her own mirror image. She lifted her head and pitifully looked out at the light shining clearly against the furniture and on her bed. The windows of Hideo's castle were much smaller, more moderate windows she expected in a building. She wanted to go to the light, to see its illumination cast itself on the world beyond but she did not have the heart or the energy. Let the moon shine down on her.

Let her lament in a way she had never done before.

She returned her head to her folded arms, away from the moon's light. It was like the story of the human who made a deal with the moon. She felt as though she was lamenting her woes to the sky but it did not answer. It merely looked on seeking its own problems. She could not stop thinking about Kazama and what they had both said. She could not stop running Hideo's words in her mind. Everything would not cease and she felt heavy. Was she right? Were they wrong? Were they both right? Could such a thing be possible? Chizuru saw injustice when she saw that woman be cast out. That girl who had transgressed against Kazama. She had survived, a blessing, but should that be so? Shouldn't it be that she was forgiven? Isn't that the blessing? People shouldn't be praised for sparing a life that never should have been brought into question of their existence to begin with. Hozin was glad she had lived but Chizuru was upset for more of the moral and principle governing that idea. Life was valuable, whether it was a human life, a half-breed, or a full-blood. Even saying it like that seemed wrong, cheapened. It made everything about blood, about lineage. Were not some of the greatest of men born from the simplest, and unremarkable of places? If Chizuru had not been a full-blooded oni, would she have been killed? Would she have been given to the dogs for food? She had never felt so confused and unsure. Maybe she had when she had first met Kazama but it did not change the fact that she did not understand. Her mind was pushing and pulling her. The world was grey and stormy. The light might be shining from her window but she could not reach it.

Chizuru registered a knock on her door but she did not move, she couldn't. She did not raise her head, she was too lost in herself. Debating. Questioning. She barely realized that someone was opening her door. She kept her eyes fixated at the wall.

It was all she could do.

* * *

><p>Kazama was staring out at the night sky, leaning against the window seal, a pipe in his hands. It was not his own and it was plain and undecorated but it served its purpose. He sat in a much plainer kimono, his sleeping one. He watched the moon break from some clouds. The stars were out and though some were hidden behind clouds, most shone through in a quiet brilliance.<p>

A knock on the door made him register someone wanted his attention but he said nothing. The presence made its voice known.

"Lord Kazama, do you desire anything?"

A servant.

Kazama sighed quietly. "No."

He hated having to voice everything out loud. Wasn't his silence from the knock enough? The presence had left and Kazama was gladder for it. He wondered in his drifting thoughts what Chizuru was doing. It was late, she should be sleeping but he had a feeling she was not. Thinking. Pondering. Wondering. Oddly, something his father had told him came into his head.

'_She only sees things in light to do good. She is still selfish, I am sure, but she is conflicted by her need to do good unto others. She probably often loses sight of herself because she always seeks fulfillment in someone else in her attempts to do good. Her conflict is not with her desires, but with her very nature as something that is innocent and pure.'_

She had cried. He had not seen that before, not truly. Some tears he guessed were in mourning of what was lost. Yet, most had stemmed from his reaction to her questions. He was distant; he didn't like to be questioned by ignorance. She had raised an interesting question he had not thought about pondering before: why did he keep the slave hunter female oni in his keep still? He kept them, he knew, because he desired to at least protect them from violation. Yet, besides the ones agreed to live with him, the others merely existed there. He did not wish to think his desires were not true and honorable.

He thinned his lips in pondering and in annoyance. She was good at stroking his ire and yet also in sharpening his convictions. He was always convicted, he was always determined. He was self-motivated. He did not need others to fuel his desires and his needs. However, Chizuru seemed the opposite. She got satisfaction from being in others company. How much more she would have struggled given her isolation from her family.

The Yukimura clan. It was a sad fate for them but yet their daughter lived, persisted. It made sense now why she had been wearing boy's clothing. It was a terrible job at hiding her gender but it was clear she was doing it to hide herself from others and have the freedom of a man to move around in society unquestioned.

Kazama had long forgotten his pipe in his thoughts and when he returned from them he looked down at it in dissatisfaction. Normally his pipe soothed his nerves but he felt no such relief today. He had hurt Chizuru that was sure. He had known his other attacks at her, unfortunately physical, would have hurt or shocked her. But she had seemed to recover from those well enough. However the blows she had received from him today were verbal jarring. She was tearing apart what she knew and accepted. He was making her war within herself even more.

He felt…guilty. He 'tcked' and looked out the window. It did not hold beauty to him this night. It was a cold, distant light. He did not feel the glory in basking in it anymore. Rising, he set his pipe on a low table. Adjusting his kimono, he walked out of his room. He was not going to apologize but he was going to make sure that Chizuru was sleeping. She needed to sleep. It would not do her any good to worry about something that only concerned him. What did it matter to her? Why did she care? It was irritating to have someone do things unexpected.

Her tears were unexpected. Her sobs that came out like a dying creature. It was like witnessing the death of something. He had never truly felt the sting of what he had said or done. It was…unusual. The feeling in his breast was different. He couldn't place the feeling other than to call it guilt but it did not seem like guilt.

He realized, after a moment, that he did not want to see Chizuru cry. It was like watching the clouds cover over a beautiful scene. It was like seeing one the cranes from the north break its wing. Something about it was just not right, strange. Kazama was not sure where this feeling welled up from but he was not sure he liked it. To care for this pitiful girl so much, at least to not see her cry, made him off-put.

He reached her door and knocked. He was not sure truly why he was here but he might as well follow through. This was servant's work but he had to protect her and ensure she did not die from her own stupidity. He opened her door when she did not respond. As he walked in he noticed that the room seemed off. It was not dark enough to be simply that she had gone to sleep. No, the candles were lit but they were almost spent. Their light was waning and the moon seemed to cast a sad, disheartening glow.

He walked further in and looked to the right to see Chizuru draped over her bed, her feet tucked her in a haphazard fashion. Her hair was now in ruins, falling and parting from its cords and pins. Her kimono was looser, and still she wore the one that his father must have given her for he did not remember such a kimono in his collection. Of course, he never kept a record of the female clothing. She was facing away from him and she was perfectly still. She did not even acknowledge he was in the room. She was not herself.

He approached her bed and stepped around her. When he caught her face he saw that she had at least cleared off her makeup. However, that seemed all she had done. Her eyes were open but seemed to be staring at nothing. She did not even blink. It struck him that she looked like she was dead. He knelt beside her and observed her closer. No, she was alive, but she was deeply withdrawn. Sometimes her eyes moved back and forth but they were unseeing to the real world.

He knelt there unsure what to do. His blank face showed more life and he looked at her hand that was loosely outstretched towards nothing.

"Chizuru."

She ignored him and he looked out the window. Finally, unsure of what to do, he shook her slightly.

"Get up."

This seemed to register with her and she blinked and looked over at him. She looked puzzled, confused, to find him kneeling beside her. He rose and took her with him, grabbing her gently around her right arm. She sucked in breath at the sudden movement but she slowly looked up at him, steadying herself. He kept his light grip on her so that she could keep balanced.

"You need to sleep. You cares can be cast into the morning light. Reflection of this sort is best left for waking hours not in the darkest part of the night."

Chizuru pulled from his grasp and backed away, cradling her hands to her chest. She looked down.

"…I don't think I can sleep."

Kazama sighed for what felt like the hundredth time that night. He went to where her window was and opened it. He perched himself up on it and looked out at the moon. He felt Chizuru's stare upon him. Finally he looked back at her.

"What makes you unable to sleep?"

It was an inquiry they both knew the answer to. She seemed hesitant to say anything, her eyes still misty from the remnants of past tears. He could see the streaks of the old tears as well.

"It isn't something I think you can help with. I just…don't know what to do anymore. I don't know what to think."

Kazama studied her a moment before looking out at the night.

"The world is a harsh place. It would be for the better you know where you stand amongst it now. Principles and morals are only as good as the passion and conviction you have to see them through."

She stepped towards him. "But just because I am passionate doesn't make me right!"

He smirked and looked back at her. "You are right, but I did not say that, did I?"

She looked at him in bewilderment.

"I told you that morals are only good so long as you have passion and conviction. What is the use of believing in something if you do not have the passion to see it through, to care enough about it to reach for it, to always keep it in sight?"

He looked at her as though testing something. Finally he looked out and lightly indicated with his head towards the mountains in the distance.

"I have passion to see my mountains of ambitions come true. I seek to be a true oni, an honorable and proud individual. I must make my name great. The Kazama name must run throughout the waters of time. It must not stop and become lost. Everything I do is to that end, that one goal. I have the passion and conviction to reach those mountains. I will not reach them through dishonest and dishonorable tactics. That is what I reach for. It is not a moral but it is a conviction I hold with all my being. I will not lose sight of it for anything. The choice you must make, Chizuru, is what to reach for and what to let slip. To be challenged in your convictions and morals is good for it creates a better honing of what one truly believes."

She looked down at his words. How could he be so resolute? She decided to chance the question.

"How can you be so resolute in your thoughts?"

Kazama looked outside. "Because I have lived long enough to truly determine that they were what I whole-heartedly desired. Moreover, I have had many, many voices enter into my life that tested those convictions. I am resolute because I believe with all my soul that such a belief will make me a better oni, a better man. Did you not expect me to desire to change and to grow as you do?"

Chizuru stepped closer to him.

"I must move forward."

He looked at her.

"I must move towards those mountains."

She came to stand beside him and look out past him at the mountains.

"I want to find a better me there. I want to reach them and discover that I have lived the best life possible. That I have helped the most people. That I have truly shown mercy and justice to the world in its purest sense. I will not be swayed from being open and honest. I cannot. My life, my convictions, they tell me and point me to be vulnerable. It is through my vulnerability that I see the most in people and learn the most from others."

Kazama heard the quiet resolve in her voice. He nodded slightly.

"Then walk forward. Attain them in small amounts. I cannot understand fully why you seek the mountains for such a reason but you have the resolve. Believe in something with conviction. You are always given the opportunities to nuance and refine them as you live your life. You are allowed to change your mind but be always sure that wherever you go—you go with pride."

Chizuru looked at Kazama.

"Thank you."

He merely glanced at her and said nothing.

Chizuru looked away from Kazama.

"It was…rude of me to speak to you in such a manner. I do not regret my words but I did not speak of them in the correct manner. It was dishonorable of me. For that…I apologize."

Chizuru, for once, did not look at him in surprise. After hearing what he told her she realized that this too could be part of Kazama. The side that sought to amend, at least in part, the damage he had caused. He was someone who sought to mend things in his own strange way. She was still unsure of where she stood at the moment in everything but he had helped her become determined again to be the best she could be.

"Thank you again. I meant what I said as well…I will stay and try to understand."

Kazama no longer looked at her but at the cold world.

"I wish to see what sky you look under."

He finally looked at her when she spoke.

"Very poetical."

She smiled.

"I think I am learning from the best."

Kazama smirked at her but remained quiet again. They both looked out at the world: Chizuru in a restless searching to truly find herself and Kazama in a quiet detachment now enveloped in the peace of the moment.

"Rest, Chizuru. You have been emotionally drained. You will be tired to make our journey back in this state. Sleep."

Chizuru nodded. "I think I can sleep now. Shouldn't you go to sleep as well?"

Kazama got up and began walking away. He left without saying anything more and Chizuru blinked when he was gone. She studied her hands and clenched and unclenched her fists.

"I think I am still hurt but...he apologized." She smiled at that. It reassured her that she was not the only one still seeking to move forward and become a better oni. She would think about her worries tomorrow when she had time to have good rest. She was at least calm enough now to not feel so alone and lost. She had gained conviction again, something she had lost in the unraveling of the moments before. Maybe she wasn't wrong, but there was still she had much to learn. Much to understand.

* * *

><p>When Chizuru mentions "waving her sleeve" it is in reference to an old idea that to wave your sleeve was an attempt to bid a spirit return to you. This is often displayed in old Japanese poetry as a melancholic feeling as they do not know why the spirit will not return to them, often their lost love.<p>

Well sorry that took a turn for the worse. But, uh, you know it is still a work in progress, these two. But at least they both know of the basis as to what they seek! I hope to do more "fluff" in the next chapter for everyone. (Hopefully no drama hahah. I write these things and they change twenty times by the time I reach the "end.")


End file.
